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Abstract
Aim: This thesis explored the experiences of family medicine preceptors and family
medicine residents regarding multimorbidity care and education.
Methods: Two qualitative descriptive studies were conducted using semi structured
interviews with family medicine preceptors and focus groups with family medicine
residents. Interviews and focus groups were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim. Data
analysis was iterative and interpretive in nature and done both independently and as a
team.
Findings: Multimorbidity care is predominantly provided by family physicians yet there
is little focus on multimorbidity education in the medical education curriculum.
Multimorbidity education is informal and experiential in nature. There are both
facilitators and challenges to multimorbidity care and it is important that family medicine
residents receive education in this area. Suggestions to aid multimorbidity care and
multimorbidity education are described.
Conclusions: Multimorbidity care is challenging for family physicians and residents and
further education and research in this area are both worthwhile and required.
Keyword: multimorbidity, family medicine, family medicine residents, medical education
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Summary for Lay Audience
This thesis includes two studies exploring experiences with multimorbidity in academic
family medicine. Multimorbidity refers to patients who have multiple chronic conditions
concurrently. In the first study, family medicine preceptors (family physicians who have
an academic practice where they teach medical students and/or residents) were
interviewed about their experiences caring for patients with multimorbidity. They were
also asked about their experiences regarding multimorbidity management in the medical
education curriculum. They described facilitators which help in providing care for
patients with multimorbidity as well as challenges in providing care for patients with
multimorbidity. They provided insights into their own experiences of multimorbidity
education during their own medical training as well as their knowledge about
multimorbidity education currently being taught in the medical curriculum. The second
study explored the experiences of family medicine residents caring for patients with
multimorbidity during their residency training as well the education they are taught
regarding multimorbidity.
Both studies found multimorbidity care is predominantly provided by family physicians
in our health care system, yet there is little focus on multimorbidity education in the
medical education curriculum. Both studies highlighted important facilitators and
challenges in caring for patients with multimorbidity. It is important that family
medicine residents receive education in this area to prepare them for their future careers
in family practice. Unfortunately, multimorbidity education currently is mostly informal
and experiential in nature. Suggestions to aid multimorbidity care and education are
described in both studies.
In summary, multimorbidity care is challenging for both family physicians and family
medicine residents and further education and research are required given the increasing
prevalence of multimorbidity in our society.
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Chapter 1
1.

Introduction

1.1

Thesis Overview

This thesis explores the experiences of family medicine (FM) preceptors and FM
residents with multimorbidity (MM) care in practice and in the medical education
curriculum. Two qualitative studies were completed between December 2015 and June
2017.
This thesis consists of four chapters.
1. Chapter 1 introduces the literature on MM and MM education in the medical
curriculum and highlights the relevance of this research topic. There is also a
review of the qualitative methodology chosen and an overview of the
trustworthiness and credibility of the methods used.
2. Chapter 2 is a qualitative study exploring the experiences of FM preceptors with
respect to MM care in their practices and in medical education.
3. Chapter 3 is a qualitative study exploring the experiences of family medicine
residents with multimorbidity patient care and multimorbidity education in their
family medicine residency training.
4. Chapter 4 integrates the findings from both studies presented in the previous two
chapters. It also discusses the common themes that emerged from both studies.
Specific recommendations are provided for future medical education innovations,
system and/or health policy changes, and future research.

1.2

Literature

Multimorbidity (MM) has become a growing international public health challenge (1).
Given advances in healthcare delivery and population health, people are living much
longer, than even 25 years ago, but often with multiple long-term conditions. MM is
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widespread globally and will only become more prevalent as society ages and chronic
diseases become more frequent (1).
The term multimorbidity (MM) was defined almost 25 years ago, yet most literature on
MM has been published in the past decade. In 1998, van den Akker and colleagues
defined multimorbidity as the presence of two or more chronic conditions (2). Since
then, some authors have suggested that acute issues cannot be ignored and should be
included when defining MM (3). Co-existing conditions that comprise MM may or may
not be related in each patient. As such, MM is not a simple medical diagnosis with welldefined criteria but instead represents a multitude of possible co-existing conditions and
poses a major challenge for patients, physicians, and the health care system (1). MM can
be complex and difficult to manage with multiple physicians involved and requires
significant health care resources (1).
In 2002, the World Health Organization (WHO) projected that the challenge for the 21st
century in health care globally would be chronic conditions and encouraged their
members to change their current health care approaches from reactive ones to a
preventive approach (4). Since then, the rising prevalence of MM is already a significant
challenge for the health care system. Multimorbidity’s complexity requires significant
integration of health care services, much more so than what is required for single chronic
conditions. There is only limited evidence on the impact of integrated care programs
addressing MM globally (4).
Despite the increasing prevalence of MM, health care systems are still built around single
diseases in a “reductionistic” model (5). This presents a major challenge for health care
provision, research, and medical education. In 2014, the US Department of Health and
Human Services recognized these challenges and the need to better prepare physicians to
manage MM, making specific reference to polypharmacy (5). Multimorbidity often leads
to polypharmacy which is the prescription of multiple long-term medications.
Polypharmacy is a risk for poor health outcomes such as adverse drug reactions and drug
interactions. There is a tension that exists between reducing polypharmacy while still
prescribing drugs that evidence-based guidelines suggest are in the patient’s best interest.
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This is especially challenging for family physicians who must coordinate and oversee the
medications prescribed by multiple providers involved in the care of a patient with MM
(6).
In Canada we are not immune to this rising challenge of providing high-quality MM care.
We are facing a rapid increase in the number of patients living with multiple chronic
conditions (1). This poses a great challenge for our health care system. Patients living
with MM are more likely to die prematurely, be hospitalized, have long inpatient stays,
have poorer quality of life, have worse physical function and are more likely to have
depression and be on multiple medications (5). MM is a challenge in many realms – for
the patients, for the health care system, for the physician, and for the medical learner.
1.2.1 Multimorbidity and Family Medicine
No one specialty in medicine will be facing the challenge of MM care and its rising
complexity more than Family Medicine (FM). MM care is often fragmented with
multiple providers (both primary and secondary care) involved, with significant
polypharmacy, and often poor communication (5,7). There is a clear need for the
integration of MM care and to follow a generalist approach to manage MM (5,8).
Although a generalist perspective has always been important in health care, this broader
view is crucial to face the rising challenge of providing high-quality MM care. Chronic
conditions, not acute conditions, are now the dominant problems in health care (8). FM
is the specialty that best exemplifies generalism (8). The generalist approach affirms the
crucial role of the family physician as the “coordinator and integrator” of care, working
with both the patient and their other health care providers to optimize the patient living
with MM’s overall function and quality of life (8). For MM, the goals of care should be
to enhance functioning, minimize difficult symptoms, develop coping strategies to handle
the psychosocial stresses of MM, and maintain quality of life as long as possible. In MM
care, care of the whole person is paramount (8)!
Studies have estimated the prevalence of MM to be between 16-95% of primary care
patients depending on age group (2, 9,10,11,12). It is often quoted as 20-30% of the
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whole population, and 55-98% of the older population (7). Several studies have shown
an increase in MM in the 1st decade of this century suggesting likely further rise in
prevalence in the coming years (1,9,10). The rising prevalence of MM equates to an
increased number of primary care visits as well as increased specialist consults, increased
allied health support needs, and increased overall health care system usage and cost.
Chronic disease management has become a large component of FM practice and FM
training. Yet, most chronic disease education continues to be reductionistic in nature,
focusing on the management of individual single chronic diseases as opposed to multiple
simultaneous chronic diseases (5,8,13,14,15,16). Primary care reform has placed
significant emphasis and funding on chronic disease management, yet it falls short for
patients living with MM. Currently, the management of chronic diseases (such as
coronary artery disease, asthma, and diabetes) is based on evidence-based clinical
guidelines. Yet these guidelines often are derived from trials of interventions for single
diseases or conditions in which patients living with MM were excluded (5,13,14,16). As
such managing patients living with MM is a significant challenge for family physicians
as their care is complex and many of the clinical guidelines do not apply. Despite the
high prevalence of MM, there is limited evidence for the effectiveness of interventions in
MM care, and a recent systematic review identified only 10 trials examining this area in
the literature (5).
The uncomplicated patient with diabetes and no other medical problems is now the
exception rather than the rule (8). Starfield and colleagues’ study of ambulatory care
visits in the US found that patients request care for all of their comorbidities at the same
time, not just for a single condition at a time (17). They found visits for comorbidities
outnumbered visits for any single condition (17). Bayliss and colleagues (18) found
comorbidities “interact to produce a complex and challenging clinical dynamic” (8).
These studies highlight the futility of a reductionistic model of care focused on each
individual condition. Instead, a model of care that addresses the whole person and which
integrates care that adequately addresses the patient’s coexisting comorbidities is needed
(8).
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MM carries a substantial burden that FM must be prepared to handle. Patients living with
MM have significant health care utilization and complex care needs. The task of both
managing MM and preventing chronic conditions can be overwhelming (9). As the
population ages and prevalence increases, this burden will only increase. Yet, family
physicians often do not feel well equipped to care for patients living with MM (19).
Most studies published on MM over the past decade have dealt with the epidemiology
and prevalence of MM in practice (2,9,10,11,12). Fewer studies have focused on the
experiences of primary care physicians’ experiences in managing patients living with
MM (5,6,14,15,20). Those studies which have focused on management of patients living
with MM have highlighted that physicians do not feel they have developed the skills and
knowledge necessary to manage patients living with MM (14,15,19,20). Some authors
have concluded that better training is required for primary care physicians to manage
patients living with MM and as such changes to medical education curriculum are
required to better train future physicians in the management of MM (13,21).
1.2.2 Multimorbidity and Medical Education
Providing primary care to patients living with MM is a challenge. Patients living with
MM often have multiple physicians involved in their care, have a high medication
burden, and consequently have higher mental health stress, increased emergency
department visits and inpatient admissions, as well as higher mortality rates compared to
patients without MM (22). Physicians providing MM care must balance competing
demands, handle challenges in utilizing clinical guidelines, manage polypharmacy, and
consequently face an increased potential for medical errors. There are also increased
challenges managing diagnoses and treatments given multiple conditions can interact in
unpredictable ways (22). Additionally, studies have shown that practicing family
physicians do not always feel well equipped in managing care for patients living with
MM (19). This begs the question, are we training FM residents comprehensive MM
management during their postgraduate residency training?
Despite MM being a significant challenge for family physicians, there has been little
formal focus on training FM residents in MM care. To the author’s knowledge, there are
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no structured educational programs in place in the 2-year FM postgraduate residency
programs dealing specifically with MM in Canada. Graduates of FM postgraduate
residency programs will need to acquire the knowledge and skills to manage patients
living with MM in their future practice. Studies have shown that patients living with MM
require unique management strategies (5,6,13,14,15,16,20). The current model of
medical education with emphasis on a reductionist single disease model taught in most
undergraduate and postgraduate training programs will not suffice (8,13,21).
Despite the significant challenge posed by MM care, there is a paucity of literature on
MM education needs in postgraduate medical education. Multiple PubMed searches, and
a review of the International Research Community on Multimorbidity’s database of MM
publications (23) over the past decade, found only six publications on postgraduate
medical education and either chronic illness care or MM care. All were published
between 2014 and 2016. Only three publications discussed FM or General Practitioner
(GP) trainees. In 2014, Magin and colleagues completed a cross-sectional study of GP
Registrars’ clinical experiences of chronic disease during their training (24). They found
trainees managed less chronic disease than established GPs, and that they found these
encounters challenging. They suggested further work was required to increase GP
trainees’ exposure and experiences with chronic illness (24). In 2015, Cottrell and
colleagues published a meta-synthesis of patients’, GPs’, and GP trainees’ perceptions of
lived experiences of MM in the United Kingdom (UK) (25). They concluded that more
exploration of the experiences of these groups of individuals was needed to help improve
MM care and education (25). Although not a study examining FM trainees’ experiences
specifically, there was a teaching article published in the Canadian Family Physician
about a simple FM teaching strategy for learning to manage patients living with MM in
2015 (26). In this article, Osmun and colleagues described a low-tech teaching method
using slips of paper, a couple of paper bags, and a whiteboard. Multiple conditions, each
written on a single slip of paper, were placed in bags. Acute conditions were placed in
one bag and chronic conditions in the other bag. Columns for investigations, treatments,
consultations, monitoring etc. were written on the white board. A condition was pulled
out of a bag, one at a time, and the columns on the whiteboard were completed for each
condition before pulling another condition out of a bag and building a patient with MM
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over time. They reported their teaching strategy was well received and allowed dynamic
learning of MM cases (26).
Two other publications discussed experiences of Internal Medicine residents in the
United States, and surgical trainees in the UK, respectively. In 2015, Schoenborn and
colleagues explored opportunities in an internal medicine resident clinic caring for older
patients living with MM in Baltimore (27). They found that although residents had
regular opportunity to apply the American Geriatrics Society’s guiding principles for the
care of adults with MM, several opportunities were missed to apply the guiding
principles. They suggested areas for future educational opportunities (27). Shipway and
colleagues surveyed surgical trainees in the UK and found that they felt they received
inadequate training in managing older surgical patients who were complex (28). They
rated their knowledge regarding geriatric topics to be poor. They concluded that changes
to surgical training programs were needed (28). Lastly, there was a systematic review
published in 2016 by Lewis et al (29). This systematic review explored whether there
were educational training programs used to train postgraduate medical trainees in MM
management in primary or secondary care settings, and which were shown to improve
knowledge, skills, attitudes and/or patient outcomes (29). They identified over 75,000
citations yet only two studies met the inclusion criteria for their review, although one of
the studies did not include trainees but rather was a continuing medical education
program for practicing physicians. Their conclusion was that research was lacking in this
area despite the significant challenges in managing patients living with MM, and further
research was necessary (29).
From an allied health perspective, Rushton and colleagues explored the challenge of MM
in the nursing education literature and provided some educational tools that could be used
to deliver MM education, including the use of problem and case-based learning in a more
longitudinal fashion with increasing complexity of cases over time as well as the
development of inter-professional learning programs (30). They surveyed nursing
students and found their perceived knowledge, training, and confidence in care decreased
as patients became more multimorbid and the vast majority reported needing more
training in MM (30).
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1.3

Summary

While the published literature on MM has increased exponentially in recent years, there
are still large gaps in the literature with respect to MM management and MM education
in the medical curriculum. There are very few publications on MM training in
postgraduate education programs. All current publications in the literature suggest
further research is needed. There have been no studies published on the perceptions and
experiences of FM preceptors or FM trainees in Canada. Given the projected prevalence
of MM in the future, it is important to ensure FM trainees are graduating with the
knowledge and skills to care for their patients living with MM given the degree of
uncertainty practicing physicians feel in managing patients living with MM (19). As
such, this thesis explores the experiences of FM preceptors and FM residents with MM
care in practice and in medical education.

1.4

Qualitative methodology

Qualitative descriptive thematic analysis was the qualitative method chosen for both
studies in this thesis. The goal of these studies was to provide a comprehensive summary
of the experiences of the study participants regarding the topics of interest including the
meanings they gave to their experiences (31).
Different methodologies within qualitative research were reviewed and considered before
embarking on the studies. The various qualitative methodologies differ with respect to
both the level of interpretation and the method of interpretation used with the data sets
(31-36). Grounded theory is a qualitative method which attempts to construct theoretical
models of the topic of interest from the data set, without referencing a pre-existing
theoretical framework known in the literature (32-35). In simple terms, in grounded
theory methodology, the question is usually: how does this process come about? It is
more about the fundamentals or social processes (32-35). Phenomenology seeks to
understand why participants lived or described certain experiences. It rather explores the
essence of why experiences happen or are described (32-35). Neither of these qualitative
methods were appropriate for this research as the purpose of these studies was to describe
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what was said about the topics of interest. The purpose of these studies was not to
attempt to relate the data to a pre-existing or newly constructed theory about
multimorbidity management or education, nor was it to interpret the underlying
motivation of the participants. As such, qualitative description was chosen as the
appropriate qualitative method as the purpose of the studies was to describe what was
said about these topics (31). “Qualitative descriptive studies entails the presentation of
the facts of the case in everyday language” whereas phenomenological or grounded
theory “re-present events in other terms” (37).
Qualitative descriptive thematic analysis was felt to be the best method for both these
studies for several reasons. First, the purpose was to explore in detail the complexity of
the participants’ experiences as revealed in the data. Experiences with MM are certainly
complex and qualitative description is “especially amenable to obtaining straight and
largely unadorned answers to questions of special relevance” (38). Second, the
descriptive thematic analysis involved repeated cycles of “immersion/crystallization”
where the researchers reflected on the participants’ experiences as described in the data
and developed thematic insights (39). Third, this simpler form of qualitative
methodology provided a more feasible method of analysis for the researcher just
beginning their qualitative research journey (32,36). Lastly, qualitative descriptive
thematic analysis is the method of choice when studying a new area of research or when
the experiences of the participants being studied are not previously known and as such
pure descriptions of their experiences are sought (36).

1.5

Trustworthiness and credibility

The trustworthiness and credibility of this thesis’ findings arose from several aspects of
methodological rigor. The first aspect being methodological congruence, meaning the
qualitative descriptive method of analysis fit well with the topic of interest and the
research questions (35). Attempts were also made to ensure maximum variation, during
participant recruitment and sampling. Well defined qualitative data collection methods
were employed, namely semi-structed in-depth individual interviews and focus groups.
Saturation of themes across the data sets was ensured. The analysis was rigorous, and
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repeated cycles of team review and discussion increased the trustworthiness of the
coding. Lastly, flexibility was employed in developing and revising the themes which
increased the credibility of the analysis (32,35).
Both studies were conducted in a parallel time frame, with both contributing equally to
the overall findings. Team analysis of the focus group (residents) data was carried out
first followed by the analysis of the in-depth individual interview (preceptors) data.
Attempts were made to ensure that the findings from one study did not impact the
analysis of the other.

1.6

Analytic preconceptions

Although interviewing was the main data collection method used in both studies, there
were inevitably aspects of participant observation for the principal investigator, who is a
preceptor and a Program Director in the same postgraduate FM training program where
these studies were carried out.
Therefore, to decrease potential research bias within the data collection and analysis, the
principal investigator made prior note of her preconceptions regarding the topics of MM
care and MM education within medical education.
•

The principal investigator had already come up with her own working definition
of MM, based on the literature review and other readings

•

The principal investigator had personal experiences with MM care and education

•

The principal investigator perceived a lack of content with respect to MM
management in medical education

•

To the principal investigator, resident physicians appeared to have little prior
experience in managing MM before residency

1.7
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Chapter 2
2.

Experiences of family medicine preceptors with

multimorbidity care in family practice and
multimorbidity education in medical training: a
qualitative study
2.1

Introduction

In the past decade, the topic of multimorbidity (MM) has witnessed an explosion of
interest. Many publications have focused on prevalence, epidemiology, and defining
multimorbidity (1-13). There have been a few studies looking at the experiences of
physicians (as well as family practice nurses, and pharmacists) caring for patients living
with MM (14-22). No studies have specifically explored the experiences of Family
Medicine (FM) teachers or other academic physicians with MM despite them being
responsible for educating the next generation of physicians providing MM care. As
discussed in Chapter 1, there are only three publications exploring MM and FM (or GP)
medical education and all three publications state more research is needed (23-25).
The principal researcher was unable to locate any studies examining FM preceptors’
experiences with MM care and MM education in the medical curriculum. An
understanding of their experiences and perceptions would aid in the development of
curricula in this important area.
In summary, there has been a large increase in the volume of literature on MM, yet
literature is lacking around the experiences of FM teachers with MM care and MM
education in medical training. Eliciting FM preceptors’ experiences of MM care and
MM education would be a valuable contribution to the literature on MM and will aid in
future curriculum development.
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2.2

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of FM preceptors with respect
to MM care in their practices and in medical education.
This qualitative study, using in-depth individual interviews, was intended to provide a
deeper understanding of MM care in practice and in medical education.

2.3

Methods

2.3.1 Context of Study
This study was conducted as part of the master’s requirements of the principal author,
assisted by two co-investigators whom were both the author’s thesis supervisors. The
study was carried out through Western University. The FM preceptors involved were all
faculty members of the same Department of Family Medicine. They were located
throughout Southwestern Ontario at various distributed FM teaching sites.
2.3.2 Methods
Qualitative descriptive methodology was used in this study to explore the experiences of
FM preceptors with respect to MM care in their practices and in medical education (26).
For full details on why qualitative description was chosen, please refer to Chapter 1.
Options for collecting the data were surveys, focus groups or in-depth individual
interviews. Surveys were thought to be an inadequate method of capturing the
experiences of each preceptor as they would be limited in describing their experiences.
Focus groups were considered inadequate for this study as each physician’s individual
experience may not be captured and coordinating several physicians practicing in
distributed sites for a lengthy focus group was impractical. In-depth individual
interviews were felt to be the best method to obtain the most detailed recollections of
each physician’s unique experiences with MM. They were also felt to be most practical
given the feasibility of scheduling because of the busy schedules of FM preceptors.
Lastly, in-depth interviews have been used in previous research to examine physicians’
experiences with multimorbidity (15, 17, 19, 20, 22).
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2.3.3 Participant Recruitment
In accordance with the ethics approval from Western University Research Ethics Board, a
recruitment email was sent to the FM preceptors who supervise residents regularly at core
FM teaching sites through Western University’s FM residency program.

Participants

were recruited to maximize variation according to the following preselected variables:
age, gender, site location, years as a preceptor. Physicians who agreed to participate in
the study were then scheduled for a mutually convenient interview date and time.
A list of 57 potential participants was collated by the principal investigator. Of those
contacted via email recruitment, 11 agreed to be interviewed. A final sample of 10
participants completed the interviews as one participant was unable to participate after
agreeing to be interviewed.
2.3.4 Data Collection
Prior to each interview, letters of information were reviewed, and consent forms were
signed by participants. Participants also completed a demographic data form. Ten
preceptors participated in semi-structured in-depth interviews. These interviews lasted
between 30-90 minutes with the average being 60 minutes. Each interview was
conducted in person with each participant at a location convenient for them during the
period of January 2016 to April 2017.

The in-depth interviews were conducted using a

semi-structured interview guide consisting of open-ended questions (see appendix F).
These questions were chosen to elicit the experiences of preceptors with MM care and
education based on previous research and the topic of interest.
The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. Transcription was done by a
professional transcription service. Identifiers were removed to ensure confidentiality of
the participants.
2.3.5 Data Analysis
Each transcription was read and reviewed independently by each of the three researchers
to elicit major themes. An iterative process was then followed in which the researchers

18

met to compare identified themes and to connect ideas.

The emergent themes were then

organized into broad categories to develop a coding template. The coding template was
updated with each subsequent interview in an iterative fashion and was stable upon
saturation when no new themes were seen to emerge with further interviews. Saturation
of themes was achieved at the ninth interview. Ensuing meetings of the researchers then
served to refine analysis and interpret themes relating to the physician’s experiences of
MM care, and MM education.
2.3.6 Trustworthiness and Credibility
The trustworthiness and credibility of this study were assessed by several means.
Accuracy and honesty of the data were ensured by verbatim transcription of the
interviews, independent review of the data by each researcher, and analysis of the data
together as a team. Researcher bias was addressed. Two of the investigators (JC and
TO) are family physicians who were full time preceptors and cared for patients with
multimorbidity in their family practices, thus their bias regarding MM care and education
had to be considered in all phases of the study. The third investigator (SMR), a family
physician clinician researcher, while also responsible for clinical resident supervision, did
not supervise residents on a full-time basis in a core family medicine teaching site, thus
helping counterbalance this bias.
Please refer to Chapter 1 for further discussion on the trustworthiness and credibility of
the overall thesis.
2.3.7 Sample Demographics
The ten participants in the study were divided among urban, regional, and rural teaching
sites (3 urban participants, 4 regional participants, and 3 rural participants). The age of
teachers ranged from 33-69 years, with an average age of 42 years. Seven were male and
three were female. This is representative of the faculty composition in this university
academic department.
There were equal numbers of Adjunct faculty (5) and those with full-time faculty
positions (5). Four participants had an education background (2 completed the Master of
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Clinical Science in Family Medicine and 2 others completed a Teaching and Learning
course). All supervised FM residents on a regular basis in their practice.
The ten participants had been in FM practice for between 4-43 years (average of 14
years) and had been supervising FM residents for between 2-25 years (average of 10
years).
2.3.8 Ethics Approval
This study was approved by the Research Ethics Board, Western University, file# 106497
(see Appendix A).

2.4

Findings

2.4.1 Overview
There were 5 major categories that emerged from the analysis of the in-depth individual
interviews with FM preceptors: 1) Multimorbidity care in the current system; 2)
Facilitators to multimorbidity care in Family Medicine; 3) Challenges in multimorbidity
care in Family Medicine; 4) Multimorbidity education during medical training; and 5)
Innovations for the future.
2.4.2 Multimorbidity care in the current system
It was apparent participants have known of and experienced the general concept of MM
throughout their careers, but their knowledge of the term “multimorbidity” was quite
new: “Multimorbidity… is a term I’ve only really heard bandied about in the last one to
two years.” (Int 8) One participant said: “when you approached me about this study” (Int
7) was the first time they heard the word multimorbidity. Although the awareness of the
term multimorbidity was quite recent, it was evident from the interviews that FM
preceptors had a good grasp on the general concept of MM and were able to define it
well: “So when I think about multimorbidity, I think of chronic diseases, a multitude of
chronic diseases within the same person.” (Int 1)
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Most participants viewed multimorbidity and comorbidity as two distinct entities while
others felt the difference was just semantics.
“…I’m not sure that I’ve made that distinction to be quite honest with you.
Because the patients with multiple morbidities, those illnesses are co-existing all
the time and one can affect the other depending on which diagnosis you are
looking at.” (Int 4)
When discussing MM care, it was quite apparent that FM is providing most of the health
care with respect to MM management in the current system. The sub-themes that arose
and will be discussed in this section are: 1) Family physicians are carrying this load, 2)
Helpers – role of the specialist, and 3) Helpers – Allied Health Professionals.
2.4.2.1

Family physicians are carrying this load

Family physicians were felt to be the coordinators of MM care: “Absolutely, we’re the
quarterback.” (Int 4) Many believed there were multiple reasons for this, some positive
and some negative. Several participants felt family physicians are required to be the
providers of MM care by default because specialists are not going to do it. So, it falls to
FM to take on that role.
“I think family medicine is probably… the hub for these patients and we need to
be very good at managing these kinds of patients, because nobody else does.
When you see them going into the [tertiary care] system … the cardiologist will
be involved, the respirologist will be involved and … no one will sort of look at
the whole person.” (Int 5)
Others felt that FM is the quarterback of MM care because we are the specialists in
patient-centred care and as such we are the best suited to provide MM care compared to
other specialties.
“The best? Absolutely. I think we are the ones who have the tools. The best, it’s
no question. It’s going to be the most cost effective but money aside, its one-stop
shopping for the patient and it makes for better quality of care.” (Int 4)
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Family physicians know their patients well and as such should be leading MM care:
“… the family doctor should be the one…taking the lead especially in
multimorbidity cases because while the specialist is very good at focusing on one
particular type of disease nowadays, they may… forget about the … other
diseases.” (Int 1)
All participants thought that FM as a discipline was best equipped to care for patients
living with MM:
“… we have an appreciation for social circumstances, and I think we have the
tools and the skill set to address these issues … obviously we are not… allencompassing when it comes to skill set. But like I teach my residents, family
doctors are jack of all trades and masters of several…” (Int 2)
Having the family physician overseeing everything was felt to be important for patients.
“… you need one person who's overseeing everything because a specialist isn’t
necessarily copying another specialist on their note. And so, they may not know
these other changes are being made and so I think the family physician is really
important in trying to sort of coalesce all that information together to be able to
provide the best care for the patient.“ (Int 10)
Given FM was felt to be carrying the load of MM care in the current system, we then
explored how often family physicians are seeing patients living with MM in practice.
2.4.2.1.1

Frequency/Prevalence over time

When asked how frequently family physicians are seeing patients living with MM, one
participant exclaimed: “Oh, my goodness! … 75% of the time.” (Int 3)
All participants felt caring for patients living with MM comprised most of their workday
with answers ranging from 50% to 80% of patients per day having complex MM. Most
participants felt it was 70-80% of patients each day. Overall prevalence of MM was felt
to be around 20-30% of patients but patients living with MM accounted for most
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appointments booked each day. “They make up… I can say 20-30% of our patient
population, if not more. And it’s possible that it is more. Just we see them so much … 7580% of the time.” (Int 6)
Many participants felt the FM teaching sites see more MM than non-teaching community
family practices.
“… for my practice I think it's very common. It would be interesting to know the
percentage. I think my perception is that most of my people I see in a day have
multimorbidity, but that wouldn’t mean that most of my practice does because a
lot of the healthy people obviously aren’t coming to see me. It's the
multimorbidity that comes to see me more often therefore I feel that presence
more. But I still think it's a higher percentage than in general family practice.” (Int
10)
Several participants felt the prevalence of MM has been increasing over time:
“I think the reality is, just in my own career time I have seen the shift of the aging
population and … you feel the weight of the multimorbidity in one’s practice
more now with the same practice size, far more now than 10 years ago.” (Int 8)
Yet, many felt that caring for their patients living with MM, as a family physician, was
incredibly rewarding:
“I really enjoy working with my patients, it’s overwhelming…when you first get
involved but it is so rewarding when you get it right and when you can fix things
for people because you know how to manage each one of them. And you can
adapt the guidelines for all of their co-morbidities instead of that one specialist
dealing with [one condition] … doing that really enhances my relationship and
trust with them....” (Int 4)
2.4.2.2

Helpers – role of the specialist

As previously mentioned, family physicians felt their specialist colleagues are not
currently and will not be the main providers of MM care in the health care system in the
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future. Specialist colleagues are felt to play a supportive role in the management of
patients living with MM.
“I see them as consultants, very rarely do I see a specialist really look at the whole
person. They'll deal with their one specialty or the one question that they've been
asked about and sometimes will comment on other things but it's always oh, see
your family doctor about that other issue or …see the different specialist about
that.“ (Int10)
Participants elaborated that specialists certainly have a role in helping manage patients
living with MM, but it is a supportive one. They are not the physicians who are going to
be the backbone of MM care. As health care has become more subspecialized over the
years, most participants felt specialists are limited to their particular area of specialty as
highlighted by the following quote:
“They're very siloed in what they're doing and what they'll cover and so… you
need a quarterback on the team who can look at everything and at what every
person on the team is doing to be able to organize [everything]… “ (Int10)
Although most participants felt that specialists had become very siloed over the past
couple of decades, others felt that some of their specialist colleagues were starting to
understand MM better:
“I do find that most of the specialists that I deal with are pretty good at managing
multimorbidity patients. They do factor in the other diseases that they’re dealing
with. But really their area of expertise is very isolated to that one disease and so I
still think that it’s on me as the general practitioner physician to take all the
specialist opinions and advice and put them all together for the patient.” (Int 9)
Others mentioned family physicians could help their specialist colleagues help fellow
family physicians better by writing more comprehensive consult requests:
“I think our colleagues are getting more versed in this and you see it in the return
consult notes. They acknowledge it… one of the great opportunities we have as
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family doctors is writing a comprehensive and extensive consult request letter…
send everything in a nice concise narrative, all the information [they] need to
understand [the] patient… no longer do patients have one single disease state. We
have a really important role in helping to educate [our specialist colleagues] just
by informing them.” (Int 2)
Overall, participants viewed their specialist colleagues roles as very important when they
needed help managing a particular piece of the patient living with MM’s care and that
consultations will continue to be an important piece in MM management: “Well, Dr. X
once said to me, ‘You need a consultation if you’re not comfortable managing the
condition or the patient isn’t comfortable with you managing it’.” (Int 4) Similarly,
when family physicians feel overwhelmed with very complex patients living with MM,
specialists become crucial members of the care team:
“the patient may sometimes have so much multimorbidity that the consultant will
now be more of a most responsible physician…because the complexity has
reached a level such that the family physician doesn’t feel that their skills or their
resources are adequate … [the role of the specialist is] consultant specific and
patient specific.” (Int 7)
The helping role of specialists can be best summarized as follows:
“… helping to confirm the initial diagnoses can be helpful. Giving me some help
to think about certain issues related to the patient and what I might do if those
issues arise. I think having them there in an advisory role is probably where the
specialist fits in the best.” (Int 5)
2.4.2.3

Helpers – Allied Health Professionals

Participants had mixed feelings when it came to the role allied health professionals play
in caring for patients living with MM. Some felt they play a very large role in MM
management: “… it’s the multimorbidity patient where I feel I get the most help from
them…”. (Int 8) While others felt that while their services are helpful, they do not play a
large role in MM management: “… I just find these people are complex for anybody
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who touches them, and I can’t see an allied health person in any role necessarily being
able to fulfill that.” (Int 5)
Of all the allied health professionals that family physicians work with; the family practice
team nurse was felt to be the most crucial team member from an allied health perspective.
“Having a really strong RN, so the team nurse … everything we value as family
physicians, our family practice nursing colleagues value the same things. They
have the same understanding of the family demographic, the family tree, the lived
experiences, and having a strong family practice nurse I think is crucial even if
you had none of the other elements [of a family health team].” (Int 2)
Several participants felt pharmacists and social workers and/or psychologists were the
other pieces of the allied health puzzle that were quite helpful. Dietitians were felt to be
important helpers with certain diseases as well.
“… the allied health professionals that we have in our clinic … we use them all a
lot … the dietician has been instrumental in helping our patients, as have the
pharmacists. Those two have made a big impact. I want to say social worker and
psychology – they’ve also played a huge role … we see a lot of depression in this
patient population as well as anxiety… so actually they’ve all been very
instrumental … I can’t imagine not having them in terms of helping these
patients.” (Int 6)
Overall, participants felt allied health professionals served an important helping role but
would never be carrying the burden of MM now or in the future. It appears, that role will
still fall to the family physician.
“I don’t think the allied health professionals are going to be much help in
managing the whole patient. They can certainly help with parts … I get
recommendations from them that are wonderful, like really helpful but they [the
recommendations] come to me.” (Int 4)
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2.4.3 Facilitators to Multimorbidity Care in Family Medicine
Participants described numerous facilitators that help in providing care for patients living
with MM in the FM setting. The sub-themes that arose and will be discussed in this
section are: 1) Time – appointment time/frequency of appointments/charting time; 2)
Patient-Centred Care; and 3) Continuity of care/longitudinal relationships.
2.4.3.1

Time – appointment length/ frequency/ charting time

All participants felt time was a crucial component in caring for patients living with MM.
Time availability in regard to length of appointments, frequency of appointments over
time, and time availability for chart review and/or documentation is key to have built into
one’s schedule when caring for patients living with MM.
Given all the academic family physicians (FPs) interviewed belong to a capitation funded
PEM (patient enrollment model), this allows participants to book longer appointment
times for patients living with MM than if they were in a fee-for-service model. Longer
appointment times was seen as a strong facilitator for MM care: “I usually book 30
minutes and that does not include the time it takes me to dictate their notes. The 30
minutes are usually the average encounter length for patients I have with
multimorbidity…”. (Int 7) When asked if they book longer appointments for patients
living with MM, one participant exclaimed: “Definitely. I need every minute to care for
them!” (Int 4)
Some participants shared that they flag patients living with MM in their charts, so their
reception staff know to book them for longer appointments. Most felt MM is difficult to
manage in a 10 to 15-minute appointment and many book their patients living with MM
for 30-minute appointments. For those participants who book in 15-minute intervals,
they elaborated that their appointments with patients living with MM tend to run longer,
they are just not booked longer. As a result, they constantly run behind in the day: “…I
still tend to cover most things… so people unfortunately wait. That’s why my day’s
done… an hour late many times.” (Int 5) When asked how long they estimated they

27

spend with a patient living with MM who is booked for 15 minutes, it was reported to be
about 25 minutes.
For participants who do not book longer appointment times for patients living with MM,
they mentioned seeing the patients more frequently was a facilitator to their care: “I’d
have them come in much more frequently… they’d probably be coming at least … every
month.” (Int 10)
Having chart review and documentation time built into one’s schedule as well as time for
paperwork were also felt to be quite beneficial.
“You know what really helps is if I pay particular attention to look at the chart
before the patient comes in … … so I have an idea before I go into the room
which of their current conditions really needs to be addressed today, that helps me
because then I can be a little bit open-minded about listening to the patient’s
agenda.” (Int 4)
On the contrary, if time was not built into the day and physicians were doing this from
home after hours, they viewed this as detrimental to their own well-being.
“…It's probably worse for my work life balance, the amount of paperwork and
reviewing all the information that's coming in takes a lot of time and I can't do it
while I'm seeing patients, so it means - I guess I have the choice of cutting back
on patients and I just don’t. And so, I do it afterhours at night after my son goes to
bed and that's sacrificing time at home, not good for me but good for patients.”
(Int 10)
The information provided by participants suggests longer appointment times, frequent
appointments, and scheduled time for documentation and chart review are crucial
components to facilitate caring for MM in FM.
2.4.3.2

Patient-centred care

All participants highlighted patient-centredness in FM as a huge facilitator in managing
patients living with MM: “… it goes back to the patient-centred clinical method, an
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understanding where the patient’s coming from, what the impact… is having on them …
getting an understanding of what their thoughts are… and hopefully coming to some type
of common ground.” (Int 6) Multimorbidity is different for each patient so being patientcentred was felt to be crucial, and unique, to family medicine. “… what makes family
medicine unique is that you can’t use the cookie cutter approach, [the plan] has to be
devised knowing the subtleties and the idiosyncrasies that makes that patient unique.”
(Int 7)
The following quote reflects the importance of patient-centred care for patients living
with MM:
“I understand that my patients do have multimorbidity, but they also have very
busy lives. They have families and they have jobs. If their statuses are stable, I’ll
renew their medications for a certain period of time instead of having them come
in. It frees up their schedule and it frees up mine… to see somebody else. That’s
something that’s convenient for them and they appreciate.” (Int 7)
Some participants felt they didn’t need to approach patients living with MM any
differently in practice, if they were being patient-centred in the first place:
“I guess I don’t see much difference in what I do every day with patients who are
complex… our approach is still the same. We hear them out, we try to help make
sense of what their experience is like… at the end of the day, the common piece
in all of this is the patient, right? If you focus on the patient, you can never go
wrong…” (Int 2)
2.4.3.3

Continuity of care and longitudinal relationships

Continuity of care and the longitudinal relationships that develop between comprehensive
family physicians and their patients over time are likely the strongest facilitators when
providing care for patients living with MM. Participants reported it is the continuity of
care in FM that separates FM from other specialties and allows FM the ability to be the
ultimate providers of MM care. The following quote exemplifies the importance of
continuity of care: “Continuity. Oh, the continuity is absolutely critical… There have
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been times when I’ve listened to a patient … and I’ve said, ‘I think you’ve had this
before’ and they can’t remember it, but I can.” (Int 4)
Longitudinal relationships with patients are instrumental in managing MM:
“…when I see my patients… 14 years of experience of seeing them, I know them.
I know when people bring certain things up, when some things are important and
some things are less important because I have that relationship with them.” (Int
10)
Participants elaborated on other important longitudinal relationships in FM (beyond the
longitudinal relationship with the patient) which are beneficial in caring for patients
living with MM:
“Family medicine is all about relationships. It’s about relationships with our
patients and that unique relationship with trust. But it’s also about our
relationships with our other team players, with our community service
organizations, with [community nursing providers], with our hospital specialists,
and with our community pharmacists… Family medicine is unique in that… we
have so many relationships to support our role.” (Int 4)
2.4.4 Challenges to multimorbidity care in Family Medicine
Participants reported several challenges in providing care for patients living with MM in
the FM setting. The sub-themes that arose and will be discussed in this section are: 1)
Multimorbidity itself – the Cognitive Burden; 2) The challenge of guidelines in
multimorbidity care; 3) Prioritization of Problems; 4) Challenges for patients with
multimorbidity; and 5) Challenges for resident physicians.
Providing care for patients living with MM is complex and as such there are multiple
challenges to providing high-quality care. Some of the challenges arise due to the
complexity of MM itself, and others are health care system challenges that impact MM
care:

30

“I would divide [the challenges] into physiological problems and system
problems… that constant discourse that goes on in your head about I don’t have
the luxury of just seeing this person for their blood pressure today; or for their
gout; or for their dementia…I have to, because I’m their family doctor, see them
for everything. I think that’s the crux of multimorbidity, that whole awareness of
the interplay of disease and the whole notion that we don’t have the luxury of just
seeing them for one system. That’s the physiological side of the house. The
system side of the house is that sometimes I can’t get help … some of their other
illnesses… preclude them from being seen by a specialist for a specific issue. And
how do you distill down a patient’s lived illness experience to just their one
disease state so that you can get a consultation with someone? That is
complicated… so it really does continue to fall on the shoulders of family docs.”
(Int 2)
2.4.4.1

Multimorbidity itself – the Cognitive Burden

The biggest challenge brought forward by participants was MM itself – dealing with
many different diagnoses and treatments all at the same time, especially in complex MM
when each diagnosis and its treatment affects most other diagnoses and their treatments.
This is felt to be overwhelming at times as reflected in the following quote:
“… when you have patients, who have four or five different conditions to think
about and medication related to those conditions, it takes a fair bit of mental
gymnastics for me just to think about all the different issues and all the different
drugs and what might be interacting with another. It takes a lot of time for me to
think about all those things…” (Int 4)
Many participants spoke to the cognitive burden of MM care: “… it is heavy … the
number of things your mind is churning through in every session… you get mentally and
physically tired from the process of thinking.” (Int 8) Participants spoke to the mental
fatigue brought on by MM care:
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“…every patient it seems … I have to think about their meds and the drug
interactions and the QT intervals … it seems like there’s never a break … my
brain needs to rest… you know how your iPhone heats up when it does a lot …
your head starts to feel like that after a while… you just get fatigued.” (Int 8)
2.4.4.2

The challenge with guidelines in multimorbidity care

Participants had mixed feelings regarding the role of guidelines for patients living with
MM. Many participants felt they were unhelpful as patients living with MM were likely
excluded from the studies that informed the development of the guidelines: “Do they
even apply with those with multimorbidity? I don't think so. Because I don't think the
guidelines have been studied for those particular situations.” (Int 5) Other participants
felt they still had a role for use in patients living with MM but needed to be adapted to the
individual patient:
“… I think they serve as a good baseline… But as the term implies, they are
guidelines. They are not laws, they are not rules that you must abide by… there
should be some variability that accounts for a patient's unique situation… They
serve… as the reference point that you start out of. But then it's experience that
kind of builds in the gaps for you.” (Int 7)
Many participants felt there are too many guidelines to follow for any one patient living
with MM and they likely cause more harm than good if you followed them all:
“We have a patient with diabetes, congestive heart failure, COPD . . . who I'm
thinking of right now. In order to follow every single guideline on that patient, I
don't know how you’d do it. I mean it just would not happen. You can’t possibly
do it. So then which guideline do you follow? Do you follow the diabetes
guideline, do you follow the congestive heart failure guideline, do you follow the
COPD guideline … should you be putting these people on Atrovent or Spiriva,
which have been shown to increase cardiac problems… COPD [guideline] says
absolutely you should. Congestive heart failure [guideline] maybe not so much.
So… I think guidelines are there to help you to think about the issues, but … if
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you’re following them all the time, you probably create more problems than you
solve.” (Int 5)
In the end, most participants felt there was value in using guidelines as a tool, but they
should be used simply as a guide for each unique person with MM.
“I think we mustn’t lose sight of the fact that those are guides for us and in the
middle of all that is this patient. We have to be very sensitive to their needs and
their goals and, and not make them worse by applying guidelines…” (Int 4)
2.4.4.3

Prioritization of problems

Many participants felt prioritization of problems to be a significant challenge during
appointments with patients living with MM. The patient’s priorities and the physician’s
priorities for the appointment can often be quite different. “… I think sometimes it’s
challenging trying to find the common ground between what their agenda is and what my
agenda is…” (Int 10)
Finding common ground was felt to be a challenge in many cases: “…you’ve got a
patient in front of you who has a life… what is the patient’s priorities… …think not about
all the disease processes that the person has but what does the person want.” (Int 5)
2.4.4.4

Challenges for patients with multimorbidity

Participants were clear that MM is not just challenging for physicians, it is also very
challenging for the patient. Multimorbidity has a huge impact on patients. “Patients
have a hard time understanding one illness let along trying to combine multiple illnesses
all together.” (Int 9)
Patients were felt to suffer from ‘Information overload’:

“… there’s a lot of

information that they get thrown at them every day …absorbing all the information that
gets thrown at them … it’s probably difficult…” (Int 3) A large component of this
information overload was felt to stem from significant medication burden for patients:
“… I think they get burnt out, and I think they aren’t able to take on that role of
managing their own medications, and medical conditions.” (Int 6)
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The ‘silentness’ of disease was felt to be a significant challenge facing patients living
with MM as well:
“…patients with chronic kidney disease, they don’t feel it. Patients with diabetes
don’t feel it. The patient with hypertension, they don’t feel it… atrial fibrillation,
they don’t feel it if their INR is less than two… the biggest challenge is
understanding that those numbers that we focus on matter to them [even if they
don’t feel them].” (Int 4)
Participants viewed MM as difficult and problematic for patients:
“It can be very difficult for them … cost of medications, medication side effects
can be really tough, they’re often on multiple meds. Multiple doctors’
appointments and tests that have to be done. They spend a lot of time in the
medical queue… it’s a problem.” (Int 8)
2.4.4.5

Challenges for resident physicians

Most participants felt MM care was quite challenging for resident physicians as they lack
the longitudinal relationship with the patient which is often crucial for caring with
patients living with MM.
“I think residents get a little overwhelmed by it, that’s the biggest thing. They
don't know the patient well. They may not even know all the medications and all
their interactions. They … may not focus on the right thing... they may have read
a study about… congestive heart failure needs to have spironolactone … and ‘the
patient’s not on spironolactone, why’s the patient not on spironolactone? I’m
going to put the patient on spironolactone’ but not knowing that three residents
ago spironolactone was added, and the potassium went sky high … I think they
sometimes focus on the wrong things, for the right reasons…” (Int 5)
FM teachers felt resident physicians find it difficult to set aside the classic textbook or
guideline-based approaches they learn in medical school.
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“sometimes they’re so focused on their flow sheets and focused on their
guidelines and focused on their… best practice etc. and not really focused on the
patient…. the thing that we have to teach them is … what is the patient’s
priorities… what does the patient want.” (Int 5)
It was felt resident physicians need to focus more on patient-centred care for patients
living with MM:
“Residents come in with a very didactic, a very classical textbook approach, very
guideline based. When they fine tune their craft and see patients for the first time,
they have to relearn a lot of the subtleties that the guidelines may not be
appropriate.” (Int 7)
Participants felt resident physicians graduate from medical school with strong book
knowledge but have a steep learning curve when putting that together with the realities of
life, especially when caring for patients living with MM. This reality is reflected in the
following quote:
“… residency does a great job of teaching you the algorithm, but it doesn’t teach
you the alternatives… that's the learning curve the residents have to go through
…being exposed …to why all of a sudden what they were taught in the classroom
is no longer fitting for that particular patient sitting in front of them…” (Int 7)
Despite the challenges, participants felt that by the end of their FM residency training,
residents were quite capable to manage patients living with MM.
“… it can be overwhelming … sometimes they just don’t know where to start. So,
it’s helping them develop an approach to those patients … and then it’s
interesting, because you see that evolve over time, and at the end of residency,
they are quite competent in doing [multimorbidity care].” (Int 6)
2.4.5 Multimorbidity education during medical training
Participants explored their perceptions of MM education during medical training. The
sub-themes that arose are: 1) the past; 2) the present; 3) the future.
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The past – How did you learn about multimorbidity?

2.4.5.1

All participants reported they had no formal education about MM care during their
medical education. The majority said any training they received in MM was informal in
nature. Some learned about MM informally during their residency training, while others
felt they did not learn about MM until they were out in practice. All participants viewed
their learning about MM care as experiential, i.e. by exposure.
Some participants experienced this experiential MM education during their residency
training:
“...I think experientially yes because I work in the practice in which I trained. I
had already dealt with …medically complex patients even in residency and so I
… had hands on training at the time but I wouldn't say that I had any didactic
teaching on it.” (Int 10)
Other participants felt they acquired it once out in practice: “Learned by doing”. (Int 8)
Some thought this was due to specialists teaching most of the undergraduate medical
education curriculum: “… we were taught by specialists mostly, right? … we were really
taught by people who looked at the respiratory system, looked at the cardiology system,
looked at nephrology … it’s all system-based really in our training.” (Int 5)
2.4.5.2

The present - How does multimorbidity education currently occur

in the curriculum?

Many participants did not know what is being taught formally in either the undergraduate
or FM postgraduate medical education curriculums currently.
All participants felt, much like their own training in the past, resident physicians today
are learning about MM care through exposure. Many felt this occurs during clerkship
and residency when learners are in the FM clinics:
“…when they're with us, they see it on a day to day basis because of our patient
rosters … more than 50% have multimorbidity… we focus a lot on the social and
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on the mental health to let them know that the patient is just more than an isolated
group of diagnoses.” (Int 7)
Some felt the learning acquired once out in practice builds on those past experiences in
residency, and is when most of the experiential learning occurs:
“Trial and error and experience but experience builds on previous experiences. I
think it's a case of you fine tuning your craft and learning from the mistakes that
you had a resident. And as a young staff physician that helps you make better
informed decisions.” (Int 7)
2.4.5.3

The future - How should we teach multimorbidity care in the

medical curriculum?

Many participants weren’t sure how best to teach MM, other than through experiential
learning. All participants thought it was a difficult topic to teach: “It's not a topic that's
easy to teach… you can't whip up a good hour talk and then just give it and [expect]
everyone knows everything they need to know about multimorbidity.” (Int 10)
Some participants felt MM education should not be a separate teaching topic but should
be incorporated into the current block-based learning currently taught at the
undergraduate level: “… I don’t think that multimorbidity needs to stand on its own…
[Have] a family medicine-oriented session within each system block [in years 1 and 2 of
medical school]”. (Int 2)
Others thought the early undergraduate years was too early to introduce the topic of MM
care and its challenges. They felt that fourth year of medical school, or early in residency
was the best time:
“I think in undergrad … they don’t have the … fundamentals of each of the
medical conditions to really know how they're going to … interact and how their
medications are going to interact. That's probably too early for the nitty gritty [of
multimorbidity] … that could come later in fourth year or post grad.” (Int 10)
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The majority felt that small group, case-based learning would be the most useful format
for teaching MM care. “Case based PBL style learning where you build a multimorbid
patient over time, adding new diagnoses over time through each different type of rotation
in clerkship …I think that would be very effective training.” (Int 4)
Several participants had some teaching experience with a small group session on MM we
will call ‘The Multimorbidity Game’ which was thought to be a very beneficial way to
teach the concepts of MM:
“… it was actually quite interesting … there was a bag of medical conditions and
you would reach in and you would pull out one and you'd put it on the board and
they would [review] what are the challenges and what are we sort of thinking
about? And then you'd randomly pull out [a new condition] and then say okay,
now how does that change the dynamic and then they would go [keep adding
conditions making a multimorbid patient] …” (Int 10)
When discussing who would be best to teach MM care, participants felt quite strongly
that family doctors should be the ones teaching medical students and/or residents about
MM. They also felt the FM centres were the appropriate place to teach it: “… [Family
Medicine] … because we’re the only ones who manage it all, the only ones who do it
all…. if we don’t teach it, I don’t think they’re going to learn it.” (Int 4)
2.4.6 Future Directions and Innovations
When discussing future directions especially regarding health policy or governmental
changes that could enhance MM care, participants suggested updating the funding model,
improving coordination of electronic medical records (EMRs) or moving to a centralized
electronic medical record (EMR), and reworking the interdisciplinary team model as
important pieces of the puzzle.
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2.4.6.1

Funding for physicians, patients, electronic medical records

Many participants felt there needed to be improvement to the funding models when
caring for complex patients living with MM. Funding that considers the time and effort
required in caring for patients living with MM.
“… [patients living with multimorbidity] take more work and take more time and
I don’t have a practice as big as a regular community practice because I have such
complex patients... I'm not a martyr, I don’t do it out of the kindness of my heart
but there is something that I'm giving up to look after these patients that I'm not
being reimbursed for, so [improved funding for this type of patient] would be
beneficial.” (Int 10)
Participants described a few areas where funding changes could be considered, both from
a physician perspective and a patient perspective. Having MM is costly for the patients
as well as the health care system.
“I think financially there's some things - if they put in special codes for [managing
patients living with multimorbidity] so I'm not penalized for looking after these
types of patients. And … help financially for [these] patients… for their
medications… sometimes there's a lot of travel involved so I think financially
there's a lot of issues for patients [as well]. Certainly, if the government was
willing to step up and implement a province wide EMR, it would take a lot of
money on their part, but that would be helpful as well.” (Int 10)
2.4.6.2

Electronic medical records (EMR) coordination/centralization

The disorganization of medical records was felt to be an area that requires significant
change moving forward. It was mentioned that FM clinics are on different EMR systems
than their specialist colleagues and both are on different systems than the hospitals.
There is a significant lack of good coordination between these individual EMR systems
and it was felt that this needs to improve significantly. “I think the biggest thing that
government can do is give us EMRs that function, that give us the information that we
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need when we need it and link us to our specialist colleagues when we need them.” (Int
5)
When all the members of a care team are on different medical record systems, which do
not communicate with each other well, that is very problematic.
“Part of the problem is you don’t know what you don’t know. I don’t know who's
had a specialist appointment and I haven’t been copied on the report. There is
probably information that I'm missing that I just don’t know that I'm missing.”
(Int 10)
2.4.6.3

Interdisciplinary team

Some participants felt that improved use of interdisciplinary teams could be beneficial.
“In a perfect system we would have everybody at the table… You’d have easy
access to specialists or … quick emails or… more conversations going on
between specialists and primary care physicians.” (Int 3)

2.5

Discussion

This study provides a comprehensive understanding of MM care in FM teaching sites and
about MM education in the medical curriculum as reflected by FM teachers.
2.5.1 Definition and Prevalence
Most participants were well versed in the concept of MM and their definitions of MM
were quite close to the definition used in the literature. Most researchers use the
following definition for multimorbidity: “the presence of several [two or more] cooccurring long-term conditions, being related or not, in a given patient” (27). The
definitions given by most participants would be consistent with this definition.

At times

they viewed comorbidity and multimorbidity to mean the same thing, which is incorrect,
however this is also quite common in the literature (1). Comorbidity as defined in the
literature refers to an additional condition that is present and/or affects a separate
condition which is the condition of interest (e.g. if caring for a patient with a brain tumor,
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their diabetes is a comorbidity) (1). The relevance of comorbidity is more important in
the specialty medicine world where they are dealing with index conditions and comorbidities play a role in how they affect the index case. Family physicians are rarely
concerned with an index condition and are more focused on caring for the patient as a
whole, as such, multimorbidity is a more relevant term in family medicine (1).
All FM preceptors interviewed reported providing a substantial volume of MM care.
They reported up to 75% of patients seen each day have MM. It was reported that 2030% of their patients had multimorbidity, yet those patients accounted for about 75% of
visits. These findings are consistent with studies on prevalence rates and frequency of
visits in the literature (1-5). Participants also reported the prevalence was increasing in
their practices over time, as the population ages and they develop multiple conditions
over the years. For participants who had been in practice for many years, they reported
the prevalence of MM in their practice was now much higher than it had been 10 years
ago, with no change in the number of patients on their rosters. This is consistent with the
literature on prevalence rates over time (1,3,4).
2.5.2 Challenges
It was reported that MM care is a major challenge in many ways: for the physician, for
the patient, for the medical learner, and for the health care system. MM care was noted to
be often complex and very challenging with multiple health care providers involved with
high usage of health care resources. These views are supported by the literature (28-31).
Participants viewed family physicians as the ‘specialists of multimorbidity’. Family
Medicine is carrying the load of MM care in the current health system, and participants
felt this would not change in the future. Although multiple health care providers are
often involved in the care team, specialist physicians and allied health professionals were
felt to provide a supportive role, as helpers to family physicians.
Having too many health care providers involved in a patient living with MM’s care was
seen as a challenge, both for the family physician, and for the patient. They described
issues arising when there are too many providers such as communication issues,
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uncoordinated EMR systems, information overload for patients, and specialty focused
guidelines not taking into account the patient’s MM.
Regarding communication challenges, participants felt there was often a lack of or a
delay in receiving information from specialty colleagues, or a lack of information within
the consult note received. With multiple providers involved, conflicting opinions were
felt to be challenging for the family physician who must try to coordinate all the different
opinions to care for the patient living with MM as a whole. Specialists were not felt to be
well versed in MM. Participants felt with health care becoming more subspecialized,
specialists have become focused on their particular area of expertise and often do not take
the patient’s MM into consideration when formulating their management plans. As such,
it falls to the family physician to manage the patients’ MM.
All family physicians spoke to the “cognitive burden” of caring for patients living with
MM. This cognitive burden was felt to be driven by the significant number of co-existing
conditions, each condition potentially affecting the other conditions, with the resultant
complex interplay between treatments for all conditions which often interact, or worse
interfere, with each other. Many spoke to this being overwhelming at times. The
medication burden, or polypharmacy, in MM was felt to be one of the most significant
contributors to this cognitive burden. The burden of polypharmacy participants
expressed is supported by the literature which has shown that MM is one of the strongest
predictors of polypharmacy which is defined as five or more chronic medications (3236). Polypharmacy brings with it many risks to patients living with MM which the
family physician must manage including increased drug-drug interactions, increased risk
of adverse medication effects, and consequent increased poor patient compliance with a
high medication load (32-36). Specialist colleagues, unfortunately, were felt to add to
this burden by following specialty-specific, or disease-specific guidelines, thereby
increasing polypharmacy perhaps unnecessarily.
Furthermore, published guidelines were felt to be a challenge when caring for patients
living with MM. Although, many felt they were helpful in providing a baseline level of
evidence for individual conditions, participants felt there were too many guidelines for
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individual conditions to follow for a patient with MM (whom are often excluded from the
trials from which the guidelines are based), and if they were all followed they likely
would cause more harm than good. This is supported by the literature (32, 37-45).
Participants were quick to acknowledge MM is just as challenging for patients as it is for
physicians. MM was felt to have a huge impact on the patient, especially regarding
“information overload” and medication burden. “Information overload” was coined as a
term by participants referring to patients living with MM having multiple conditions and
treatments they must coordinate, often seeing multiple providers who may differ in their
approaches to issues depending on their area of specialization leading to possible
miscommunication and conflicting messages to the patient. There are significant
physical, mental, social, and financial challenges for patients living with MM. The
literature supports this significant burden MM has on patients (46-48). Multimorbidity
has been shown to lead to decreased functional status, decreased mental well-being,
increased risk of disability, and overall decreased quality of life (46-48).
Despite the significant challenges family physicians face in caring for patients living with
MM, all participants felt family physicians were the best suited to provide the
comprehensive, holistic care which best serves patients living with MM, especially those
patients with complex MM with complicating factors such as psychosocial factors,
frailty, and/or disability. This viewpoint is supported by the literature (49-50). Starfield
et al. reported people with multiple morbidities have been found to function best under
the care of a single provider rather than under the care of multiple specialists. (50).
2.5.3 Facilitators
Although caring for patients living with MM was reported to be overwhelming at times
there are many facilitators, specific to FM, which have been crucial in allowing family
physicians to provide this overwhelming care. First, and foremost, is the discipline of
FM itself. Family Medicine has four fundamental principles: being a skilled clinician,
being community-based, being a resource to a defined population, and having the patientphysician relationship central to the role of the family physician (51). These four
foundational principles of FM are represented by many of the facilitators, expressed by
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participants, which aid family physicians be the best providers of MM care in the health
system. Specifically: 1) longitudinal relationships, which are a key component of the
patient-physician relationship; 2) patient-centred care, which is a key component of the
skilled clinician; as is 3) critical use of guidelines while taking into account the individual
patient context; 4) judicious use of referrals to specialist colleagues when they need help
managing a particular piece of the MM puzzle, and working alongside allied health
professionals in their clinics (not having to refer patients out for these services), which
are key components to being community-based and lastly 5) having family physicians as
the quarterbacks of MM care is most certainly a key component of being a resource to a
defined population.
The other main facilitator was time. Having longer appointment times for patients living
with MM was felt to be very important. Most participants felt MM could not be managed
well in the usual 10-15-minute appointment slot that is common in FM. Several
participants book patients living with MM for longer appointments and felt a 25-30minute appointment was most appropriate. Others felt they could see their patients living
with MM in the usual 15-minute appointment, but they relied heavily on continuity of
care, bringing patients back in more frequently in those cases. Whether it was booking
longer appointments or bringing patients back more often, all participants felt longer time
spent with patients living with MM was crucial in providing high-quality care. Other
elements of time were also brought up that helped ease the burden of providing MM care,
such as building enough charting time and document review time into the day. The
importance of the element of time in caring for patients living with MM is supported in
the literature (52-55).
2.5.4 Multimorbidity and Medical Education
The study findings suggest most FM preceptors received little if no formal training in
MM care. They reported learning experientially, by trial and error, and exposure over
time. This is substantiated in the literature (18). When discussing MM training in the
current medical education curriculum, most participants did not know what was being
taught currently. A few had experience with MM teaching in residency which was a
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small group session called the ‘Multimorbidity Game’ where a patient developed MM
over the course of the session by adding multiple conditions to a white board, reviewing
the management of each condition, and then considering how a new added condition
affected the existing condition(s) and the interplay between their management. Those
who had experience with this session felt it was beneficial. This ‘Multimorbidity Game’
teaching tool was reported in the literature as a simple teaching strategy that was easy to
employ (56). Most participants felt a need for more formalized training but were unsure
how best it should be taught. Several thought case-based small group sessions were
likely the way forward. In terms of timing, most felt that late clerkship or early in
residency were the most appropriate times. Teaching MM management by early
residency was said to be important given the challenges faced by residents in providing
MM care currently.
Regarding challenges for resident physicians, FM preceptors felt MM care was quite
complicated for residents as they lack the longitudinal relationship with patients which is
crucial when caring for patients living with MM. They felt residents had strong book
knowledge but found it challenging to apply it to the realities of life, especially in the
context of MM. Learning more about applying patient-centred care early in their
residency would be helpful. Despite the challenges and steep learning curve, FM
preceptors felt residents were quite capable of caring for patients living with MM by the
end of their training.
2.5.5 Future Directions
With respect to future directions in MM care, participants felt family physicians would
continue to be the leaders in MM care but could be aided in a few ways including new
funding models that recognize the increased workload of MM, improved communication
amongst providers, and revamping the interdisciplinary team model of care (57).
Improved communication was felt to be a key component for the future of MM care.
Specifically improving communication avenues with specialist colleagues, and hospitals
through improved coordination of EMR systems with seamless sharing of lab tests,
imaging, active medication list, and notes. This would reduce the miscommunication that
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can be felt by both providers and patients, decrease health care spending on duplicate labs
and imaging, and improve overall care. Participants were mixed in their opinions on
whether this would be best achieved with significant improvements to EMR coordination
or by moving towards a centralized EMR system.
As time is a critical facilitator in providing high-quality care to patients living with MM,
participants felt an adjustment to the current billing structure would be appropriate to
acknowledge the amount of work and time required. The addition of a complexity code
or a separate billing code for MM was suggested, much like those in place already for
diabetes.

2.6

Strengths, limitations, and implications

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of FM preceptors with respect
to MM care in their practices and in medical education. It was expected that a greater
understanding of the facilitators and challenges of caring for patients living with MM, in
a FM teaching practice, would be achieved. This research was meant to add to the
literature regarding experiences with MM care and education and encourage continued
research within this field.
Future research in this area may include the patients’ perspectives on MM care, including
their level of satisfaction with their care in our current system and their perceptions of
what could be done differently. The specialists’ perspective on MM care, as well as
perspectives from medical students and allied health professionals could also be
beneficial.
The participants had mixed feeling about their abilities to teach MM. They felt uncertain
about how to teach this in the future. A needs assessment, for professional development
programs for FM teachers, may be worthwhile to increase their level of comfort in small
and larger group teaching for MM.
Strengths: The strengths of this study arise from the fact that few studies have been
published exploring MM care and education from the perspective of FM preceptors, and
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certainly none in Canada, that we know of. This is a new and valuable contribution to
this area of the literature.
Another strength of this study was its methodological rigor. During participant
recruitment, attempts were made to ensure a variety of age, gender, practice locations,
and FM experience. Team analysis enabled the principal investigator to discuss the
coding (themes and subthemes) iteratively with co-investigators, leading to the
emergence of a coherent interpretative thematic map.
Limitations: One limitation is that all participants came from the same Department of
Family Medicine. This limitation was offset some by recruiting participants from
different teaching sites namely urban, regional, and rural. There was maximum variation
in terms of practice location among participants. Another limitation is that all
participants worked in a capitation model of care and not fee-for-service. The findings
may not be transferable, however the detailed experiences expressed by the participants
provided new and valuable contributions to the literature.

2.7

Conclusion

This study provided a general understanding of MM care, and of MM training in medical
education, as experienced by FM teachers. FM preceptors reported family physicians to
be the physicians currently carrying the load when it comes to MM care in the healthcare
system, while agreeing FM was also best suited to do so. The roles of specialists and
allied health professionals were reported to be supportive ones.
The study findings suggest FM preceptors received little to no formal training in MM
care, and neither do learners in the current medical education curriculum. Multimorbidity
training continues to be informal and experiential in most cases. FM preceptors felt a
need for more formalized training for learners, likely in the form of case-based small
group learning, best delivered in the final year of medical school or very early in
residency training.

47

2.8

References

1. Mercer SW, Salisbury CJ, Fortin M. The ABC of Multimorbidity. 2014;
Chichester: John Wiley and Sons Ltd.
2.

van den Akker M, Buntinx F, Metsemakers JFM, Roos S, Knottnerus JA.
Multimorbidity in general practice: prevalence, incidence, and determinants of cooccurring chronic and recurrent diseases. J Clin Epidemiol 1998; 51(5): 367-375

3. Fortin M, Lapointe L, Hudon C, Vanasse A. Multimorbidity is common to family
practice. Can Fam Physician 2005; 51: 244-245
4. Salisbury C, Johnson L, Purdy S, Valderas JM, Montgomery AA. Epidemiology
and impact of multimorbidity in primary care: a retrospective cohort study. Br J
Gen Pract 2011; doi: 10.3399/bjgp11X548929
5. Stewart M, Fortin M, Britt HC, Harrison CM, Maddocks HL. Comparisons of
multi-morbidity in family practice – issues and biases. Family Practice 2013;
30:473-480 doi: 10.1093/fampra/cmt012
6. Ofori-Asenso R, Chin KL, Curtis AJ, Zomer E, Zoungas S, Liew D. Recent
patterns of multimorbidity among older adults in high-income countries. Popul
Health Manag 2019; 22(2): 127-137.
7. Nicholson K, Terry AL, Fortin M, Williamson T, Bauer M, Thind A. Prevalence,
characteristics, and patterns of patients with multimorbidity in primary care: a
retrospective cohort analysis in Canada. Br J Gen Pract 2019; doi:
10.3399/bjgp19X704657
8. Luijks HD, Lagro-Janssen ALM, van Weel C. Multimorbidity and the primary
healthcare perspective. J Comorbidity 2016;6(2):46-9.
9. Ryan BL, Jenkyn KB, Shariff SZ, Allen B, Glazier RH, Zwarenstein M, Fortin M,
Stewart M. Beyond the grey tsunami: a cross-sectional population-based study of
multimorbidity in Ontario. Cdn J Public Health 2018; 109:845-54
10. Moin JS, Moineddin R, Upshur R. Measuring the association between
marginalization and multimorbidity in Ontario, Canada: A cross-sectional study. J
Comorbidity 2018; 8:1-9.

48

11. Roberts KC, Rao DP, Bennett TL, Loukine L, Jayaraman GC. Prevalence and
patterns of chronic disease multimorbidity and associated determinants in Canada.
Health Promotion and Chronic Disease Prevention in Canada 2015; 35(6): 8794.
12. Feely A, Lix LM, Reimer K. Estimating multimorbidity prevalence with the
Canadian Chronic Disease Surveillance System. Health Promotion and Chronic
Disease Prevention in Canada 2017; 37(7): 215-222.
13. St. John PD, Tyas SL, Menec V, Tate R. Multimorbidity, disability, and mortality
in community-dwelling older adults. Can Fam Phys 2014; 60: e272-80.
14. Smith SM, Soubhi H, Fortin M, Hudon C, O’Dowd T. Managing patients with
multimorbidity: systematic review of interventions in primary care and
community settings. BMJ 2012; 345: e5205 doi: 10.1136/bmj.e5205
15. Smith SM, O’Kelly S, O’Dowd T. GP’s and pharmacists’ experiences of
managing multimorbidity: a ‘Pandora’s box’. Br J Gen Pract 2010; 60:285-94.
16. Sinnott C, McHugh S, Browne J, Bradley C. GPs’ perspectives on the
management of patients with multimorbidity: systematic review and synthesis of
qualitative research. BMJ Open 2013; 3: e003610. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2013003610
17. Luijks HD, Loeffen MJW, Lagro-Janssen AL, van Weel C, Lucassen PL,
Schermer TR. GPs’ considerations in multimorbidity management: a qualitative
study. Br J Gen Pract 2012; DOI: 10.3399/bjgp12X652373
18. Darer JD, Hwang W, Pham HH, Bass EB, Anderson G. More training needed in
chronic care: a survey of US physicians. Academic Medicine 2002; 79: 541-548
19. Bower P, MacDonald W, Harkness E, Gask L, Kendrick T, Valderas JM, Dickens
C, Blakeman T, Sibbald B. Multimorbidity, service organization and clinical
decision making in primary care: a qualitative study. Family Practice 2011; 28:
579-587
20. Stokes T, Tumilty E, Doolan-Noble F, Gauld R. Multimorbidity, clinical decision
making and health care delivery in New Zealand Primary care: a qualitative study.
BMC Family Practice 2017; 18:51 DOI 10.1186/s12875-017-0622-4 (accessed
2019)

49

21. McNamara KP, Breken BD, Alzubaidi HT, Bell JS, Dunbar JA, Walker C,
Hernan A. Health professional perspectives on the management of multimorbidity
and polypharmacy for older adults in Australia. Age and Aging 2017; 46: 291299.
22. O’Brien R, Wyke S, Guthrie B, Watt G, Mercer S. An ‘endless struggle’: a
qualitative study of general practitioners’ and practice nurses’ experiences of
managing multimorbidity in socio-economically deprived areas of Scotland.
Chronic Illness 2011; 7: 45-59 doi: 10.1177/1742395310382461
23. Lewis C, Wallace E, Kyne L, Cullen W, Smith SM. Training doctors to manage
patients with multimorbidity: a systematic review. J Comorbidity 2016; 6(2): 8594.
24. Magin P, Morgan S, Henderson K, Tapley A, McElduff P, Pearlman J, Goode S,
Spike N, Laurence C, Scoot J, Thomson A, van Driel M. Family medicine
trainees’ clinical experiences of chronic disease during training: a cross-sectional
analysis from the registrars’ clinical encounters in training study. BMC Med Educ
2014; 14:260
25. Cottrell E, Yardley S. Lived experiences of multimorbidity: an interpretative
meta-synthesis of patients’, general practitioners’ and trainees’ perceptions.
Chronic Illness 2015; 11(4): 279-303.
26. Sandelowski M. Whatever happened to qualitative description? Res Nurs Health
2000; 23(4): 334-340.
27. Fortin M, Mercer SW, Salisbury C. Introducing Multimorbidity. ABC of
Multimorbidity. 2014; Chichester: John Wiley and Sons Ltd. page1.
28. Moffat K, Mercer SW. Challenges of managing people with multimorbidity in
today’s healthcare systems. BMC Fam Prac 2015; 16:129 doi: 10.1186/s12875015-0344-4
29. Azais B, Bowis J, Wismar M. Facing the challenge of multimorbidity. J
Comorbidity 2016; 6(1): 1-3.
30. Watt G. The subversive challenges of multimorbidity. Br J Gen Pract 2017;
67(659):280-281.

50

31. Laursen J, Kornholt J, Betzer C, Petersen TS, Christensen MB. General
practitioners’ barriers toward medication reviews in polymedicated multimorbid
patients: how can a focus on the pharmacotherapy in an outpatient clinic support
GPs? Health Serv Res Manag Epidemiol 2018; 5: 1-7 doi:
10.1177/2333392818792169
32. van den Akker M, Muth C. How common is multimorbidity? ABC of
Multimorbidity. 2014; Chichester: John Wiley and Sons Ltd. 5-7.
33. Marengoni A, Onder G. Guidelines, polypharmacy, and drug-drug interactions in
patients with multimorbidity: a cascade of failure. BMJ 2015; 350; h1059 doi:
10.1136/bmj.h1059
34. Koberlein J, Gottschall M, Czarnecki K, Thomas A, Bergmann A, Voigt K.
General practitioners’ views on polypharmacy and its consequences for patient
health care. BMC Fam Pract 2013; 14:119.
35. Hansen RA, Voils CI, Farley JF, Powers BJ, Sanders LL, Sleath B, Maciejewski
ML. Prescriber continuity and medication adherence for complex patients. Ann
Pharmacother 2015; 49(3): 293-302.
36. Carrier H, Zaytseva A, Bocquier A, Villani P, Verdoux H, Fortin M, Verger P.
GPs’ management of polypharmacy and therapeutic dilemma in patients with
multimorbidity: a cross-sectional survey of GPs in France. Br J Gen Pract 2019;
69(681): e270-278.
37. Treadwell J. Coping with complexity: working beyond the guidelines for patients
with multimorbidities. J Comorbidity 2015; 5: 11-14.
38. Muth C, Glasziou PP. Guideline recommended treatments in complex patients
with multimorbidity. BMJ 2015; 351: h5145 doi: 10.1136/bmj.h5145.
39. Jones JA, Reeve CA. Factors influencing the use of clinical guidelines by general
practitioners working in a setting of complex multimorbidity: a case study by
interviews. BMC Fam Pract 2018; 19:157
40. Tinetti ME, Bogardus ST, Agostini JV. Potential pitfalls of disease-specific
guidelines for patients with multiple conditions. N Eng J Med 2004; 351(27):
2870-2874.

51

41. Fortin M, Dionne J, Pinho G, Gignac J, Almirall J, Lapointe L. Randomized
controlled trials: do they have external validity for patients with multiple
comorbidities. Ann Fam Med 2006; 4(2): 104-108.
42. Hughes LD, McMurdo MET, Guthrie B. Guidelines for people not for diseases:
the challenges of applying UK clinical guidelines to people with multimorbidity.
Age and Ageing 2013; 42: 62-69.
43. Buffel du Vaure C, Ravaud P, Baron G, Barnes C, Gilberg S, Boutron I. Potential
workload in applying clinical practice guidelines for patients with chronic
conditions and multimorbidity: a systematic analysis. BMJ Open 2016; 6:
e010119.
44. Farmer C, Fenu E, O’Flynn N, Guthrie B. Clinical assessment and management of
multimorbidity: summary of NICE guidance. BMJ 2016; 354: i4843
45. Guthrie B, Payne K, Alderson P, McMurdo MET, Mercer SW. Adapting clinical
guidelines to take account of multimorbidity. BMJ 2012; 345: e6341.
46. Noel PH, Parchman ML, Williams JW, Cornell JE, Shuko L, Zeber JE, Kazis LE,
Lee AFS, Pugh JA. The challenges of multimorbidity from the patient
perspective. J Gen Intern Med 2007; 22(suppl 3): 419-24.
47. Adeniji C, Kenning C, Coventry PA, Bower P. What are the core predictors of
‘hassles’ among patients with multimorbidity in primary care? A cross sectional
study. BMC Health Serv Res 2015; 15: 255 doi: 10.1186/s12913-015-0927-8.
48. Bayliss E. How does multimorbidity affect patients? ABC of Multimorbidity.
2014; Chichester: John Wiley and Sons Ltd. 8-11.
49. Franks P, Fiscella K. Primary care physicians and specialists as personal
physicians: health care expenditures and mortality experience. J Fam Pract 1998;
47(2): 105-9.
50. Starfield B, Lemke KW, Bernhardt T, Foldes SS, Forrest CB, Werner JP.
Comorbidity: implications for the importance of primary care in ‘case’
management. Ann Fam Med 2003; 1: 8-14.
51. Rosser W. Sustaining the 4 principles of family medicine in Canada. Can Fam
Phys 2006; 52(1): 1191-1192.

52

52. Wise J. Patients with multimorbidity need longer GP consultations, says RCGP.
BMJ 2016; 355: i5961 doi: 10.1136/bmj.i5961
53. Ostbye T, Yarnall KSH, Krause KM, Pollak KI, Gradison M, Michener JL. Is
there time for management of patients with chronic diseases in primary care? Ann
Fam Med 2005; 3(3): 209-214.
54. Beasley JW, Hankey TH, Erickson R, Stange KC, Mundt M, Elliott M, Wiesen P,
Bobula J. How many problems do family physicians manage at each encounter?
A WReN study. Ann Fam Med 2004; 2(5): 405-410.
55. Blumenthal D, Causino N, Chang Y, Culpepper L, Marder W, Saglam D, Stafford
R, Starfield B. The duration of ambulatory visits to physicians. J Fam Pract 1999;
48(4): 264-271.
56. Osmun WE, Kim GP, Harrison ER. Patients with multiple comorbidities: simple
teaching strategy. Can Fam Phys 2015; 61(4): 378-379.
57. Boeckxstaens P, Brown JB, Reichert SM, Smith CNC, Stewart M, Fortin M.
Perspectives of specialists and family physicians on interprofessional teams in
caring for patients with multimorbidity: a qualitative study. CMAJ Open 2020;
8(2): e251-256 doi: 10.9778/cmajo.20190222

53

Chapter 3
3.

Experiences of family medicine residents with

multimorbidity care in family medicine and
multimorbidity education in medical training: a
qualitative study
3.1

Introduction

In the past decade, the topic of multimorbidity has garnered significant interest in the
literature. While there have been many publications focusing on prevalence,
epidemiology and definitions (1-13), there have been few studies on the integration of
multimorbidity care and education into family medicine residency curriculums. As
discussed in detail in chapter 1, there are only three publications with respect to
multimorbidity and FM (or GP) medical education and all state that more research is
needed (14-16). No studies have explored the experiences of family medicine residents in
training in Canada. Understanding family medicine residents’ perspectives and
educational experiences with multimorbidity would be beneficial in designing curriculum
and would be a valuable contribution to the literature.
An understanding of residents’ experiences and educational needs to manage the patient
with multimorbidity, is essential to future educational curriculum development. Family
medicine residents will become the family physicians of tomorrow. The influences and
experiences they encounter during their training will not only shape their medical careers
but will also paint the collective picture of family medicine in Canada for the future.
This study is both important and required given the increasing burden of multimorbidity
in family practice.
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3.2

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of family medicine residents
with multimorbidity patient care and multimorbidity education in their family medicine
residency training.

3.3

Methods

3.3.1 Context of Study
This study was conducted as part of the master’s in clinical science program of the
principal author, assisted by two co-investigators who were the author’s thesis
supervisors. The study was carried out at Western University. The family medicine
residents were all from the same family medicine program at Western University. They
were spread out throughout southwestern Ontario at various distributed teaching sites.
3.3.2 Methods
Qualitative descriptive methodology was used in this study to explore the experiences of
family medicine residents with multimorbidity care and education. For full details on
why qualitative description was chosen, please refer to Chapter 1. Options for collecting
this information were surveys, focus groups or in-depth individual interviews. Surveys
were thought to be an inadequate method of capturing the experiences of each resident as
they would be limited in describing their experiences. Focus groups were felt to have
several advantages, over in-depth individual interviews, as the method of choice for data
collection. Focus groups allow for more participants, and therefore more varied
experiences, to be included than with in-depth interviews. Focus groups also allow for
discussion and deep exploration of these experiences, some of which may not have been
previously considered by some participants (17). They were also felt to be most practical
for scheduling purposes.
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3.3.3 Participant Recruitment
In accordance with the ethics approval from the Western University Research Ethics
Board, a recruitment email was sent to all family medicine residents in Western
University’s family medicine program. Residents who replied that they were interested
were then screened to ensure they met the inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria were
that they were either a first- or second-year resident and had completed their core PGY1
family medicine rotation. Those who agreed to participate in the study and met inclusion
criteria were then scheduled for a mutually convenient focus group date and time.
Participants were reminded of the focus group date and time the week of the focus group
date.
The principal investigator generated a list of 133 potential participants. Of those
contacted via email recruitment, 29 agreed to participate in a focus group.
3.3.4 Data Collection
Prior to each focus group, letters of information were reviewed, and consent forms were
signed by each participant. Participants also completed a demographic data sheet. Focus
groups were comprised of six to eight participants. Each focus group was carried out
between December 2015 and June 2016. Focus groups were held at either the Southwest
Middlesex Health Centre training site, or the Department of Family Medicine building on
campus at Western University. The focus groups included a maximum variation sample
of residents from urban, regional, and rural training sites. A total of 26 residents
participated in four focus groups (8 in FG1, 6 in FG2, 6 in FG3, and 6 in FG4). Most
residents who agreed to participate came to their scheduled focus group. Three residents
who agreed to participate were unable to do so at the last minute (1 in FG2, 1 in FG3, and
1 in FG4). The goal was to recruit between 6-8 participants for each focus group and this
was achieved. The sampling was purposeful with criteria being applied for maximum
variation between training sites (urban, regional and rural).
The focus groups lasted between 70-90 minutes with an average of 77 minutes. The
focus groups were conducted using a semi-structured interview guide consisting of open-
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ended questions (see appendix G). These questions were chosen to elicit the experiences
of residents with multimorbidity care and education. All focus groups were moderated
by the principal researcher. The focus groups were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim.
Transcription was done by a professional transcription service. Identifiers were removed
to ensure confidentiality of the participants.
3.3.5 Data Analysis
Each focus group transcription was read and reviewed independently by each of the three
researchers to become familiar with the data and elicit themes. An iterative process was
then followed in which the researchers met to compare identified themes and to connect
ideas.

The emergent themes were then organized into broad categories resulting in a

coding template. The coding template was updated with each subsequent focus group in
an iterative fashion and was stable upon saturation when no new themes were seen to
emerge with further focus groups. Saturation of themes was achieved at the fourth focus
group. Ensuing meetings of the researchers then served to refine analysis and interpret
themes relating to the participants experiences of multimorbidity care in their training and
education.
3.3.6 Trustworthiness and credibility
The trustworthiness and credibility of this study were assessed by several means.
Accuracy and honesty of the data were ensured by verbatim transcription of the focus
groups, independent review of the data by the researchers, and analysis of the data
together as a team. Researcher bias was addressed. Two of the researchers (JC and TO)
were family physicians who were full time preceptors and cared for patients with
multimorbidity in their family practices, thus their bias regarding multimorbidity care and
education had to be considered in all phases of the study. The third researcher (SMR),
who did not have full time family medicine residents, helped counterbalance this bias.
Please refer to Chapter 1 for further discussion on the trustworthiness and credibility of
the overall thesis.
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3.3.7 Sample Demographics
Of the four focus groups, two (50%) were carried out at Southwest Middlesex Health
Centre, and two (50%) were held at the Department of Family Medicine building on
campus. The final sample consisted of a total of 26 participants, 11 of whom were in
their first year and 15 were in their second year of their training program. 17 male
residents and 9 female residents participated.
The age of the participants ranged from 26 to 42 with an average age of 29. The 26
participants in the study were divided among urban, regional, and rural teaching sites (5
participants, 19 participants, and 2 participants). There was an underrepresentation of
urban residents in the focus groups and an overrepresentation of regional residents. The
number of rural residents was representative of the distribution of residents in this
training program.
There was maximum variation of participants according to age, gender, and training year
and less so for training site location (urban, regional, rural).
3.3.8 Ethics approval
This study was approved by the Research Ethics Board, Western University, file# 106497
(see Appendix A). Participants did not receive any funding for their participation, but
snacks and light refreshments were provided.

3.4

Findings

3.4.1 Overview
There were 5 major categories that emerged from analysis of the focus group data: 1)
Definition of Multimorbidity; 2) Multimorbidity care in the current system; 3)
Perceptions of caring for patients with multimorbidity; 4) Multimorbidity education in
medical training; and 5) Innovations for the future.
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3.4.2 Definition of Multimorbidity
Not surprisingly all residents had difficulty defining multimorbidity in a formal sense.
There was significant variability in their responses. All had a general idea of the
overarching concept of multimorbidity but found it difficult to define specifically.
Overall, residents had difficulty defining multimorbidity and at times differentiating
between multimorbidity and comorbidity or even chronic disease. “I find that distinction
sometimes difficult … I think if my staff told me that someone was coming with comorbidities or multimorbidity I don’t think I’d end up treating it any differently in my
head”. (FG2)
Many viewed multimorbidity as complex issues, or multiple problems etc. as one
participant explained: “Multimorbidity, I think is more than one cause for illness, more
than one illness at a time”. (FG2)
Other participants described multimorbidity as involving social situations and
disabilities: “I think in multimorbidity you count things that aren’t just diseases, you
might count social situation … it doesn’t have to be a disease to contribute”. (FG3)
Some thought it was only chronic issues while others thought it was only acute issues.
Some participants thought comorbidity applied when there was a problem and
multimorbidity applied when they were all okay or stable.
Many came up with similar definitions they felt would be a good for defining
multimorbidity, such as “It’s a multi-system problem where one system is always
affecting the other so you’re having a difficult time managing things because one thing
you adjust will affect something else and then it makes things a lot more difficult”. (FG2)
The information provided by participants suggests that they define multimorbidity as a
combination of interacting acute and chronic conditions that impact each other and often
complicates management: “Complicated management, difficult management, conflicting
management”. (FG3)
Overall, the following quote best represents how participants felt multimorbidity differed
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from comorbidity:
“When they say multimorbid, the person is relaying this information to you
whether it’s just written in the chart or they are verbally handing over a patient, it
sounds like they’re having difficulty managing the patient. When you say they
have a few co-morbid conditions it sounds like they have a plan for it.” (FG2)
In terms of the prevalence of multimorbidity in practice and the frequency with which
participants see multimorbidity, it was felt to be very frequently seen in family medicine
resident practices. Participants reported seeing patients with multimorbidity more often
than patients without multimorbidity. Most participants reported that on an average day,
60-80% of the patients they see have multimorbidity: “It’s the majority … I’d say
majority is a good descriptive word to describe how many patients we see on a daily
basis like that … probably three quarters, 75%”.(FG2) They felt the prevalence of
multimorbidity in their practice populations was likely much lower but that the frequency
of seeing them was high: “They comprise likely 20% of your patients but you probably
see them 80% of the time”.(FG4)
3.4.3 Multimorbidity care in the current system
During the focus groups, participants described their perceptions regarding who is
providing multimorbidity care for patients in the current system. The sub-themes
discussed in this section are: 1) Family Physicians are the quarterbacks; 2) Role of
specialist physicians; 3) the role of allied health professionals and 4) rural versus urban
location.
Most participants in all focus groups felt that family physicians are managing the bulk of
multimorbidity care. Family medicine is carrying the load when it comes to
multimorbidity care. They felt specialists are not providing multimorbidity care. Team
care helps, but they do not take on the burden of the care.
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3.4.3.1

Family Physicians are the Quarterbacks

Participants felt that family physicians are and should be the physicians responsible for
managing multimorbidity care. As one participant said: “having done physician
quarterbacking, it is the ideal”.(FG1) All focus group participants expressed the same
thoughts:
“Your family doctor should be the person [you] go to for all your medications and
to have your full history because they are the person to know…. That is how
family medicine is kind of ideally supposed to be”.(FG1)
Given that residents are encouraged to see the patient as a whole, not as individual
diseases or systems during their educational training, participants reiterated that they
were well suited to care for these patients:
“From a family medicine perspective… we’re better prepared for it because we’re
taught to think along the lines of the patient as a whole, with all the systems…
when you see a nephrologist, they’re really only thinking of the kidney. When
you see cardiology, they’re really only thinking of the heart. They’re not taking
the patient as a complete person, which is what we’re actually trained to do … to
try to consolidate all of those things. And to think about how it plays into their life
and their lifestyle and … what kind of income they have… in terms of the cost of
their medications… I definitely think we’re probably more well suited to do
that”.(FG1)
The longitudinal generalist approach of family medicine was felt to be a big reason that
family physicians excel in managing multimorbidity. “I think we have a really good
sense of kind of what’s going on with our patients … The role of the GP is to see the
patient for the whole, not just one issue affecting them”. (FG1)
3.4.3.2

Role of Specialists

The role of specialists in managing multimorbidity was felt to be a supportive one. “We
rely on their help and their expertise on answering a lot of questions”. (FG1)
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Participants felt family physicians were the central provider of care for patients with
multimorbidity but found specialists helpful to aid them with some of the details in
integrating the overall care of the patient with multimorbidity.
“It can be good to liaise with [them], for those who are more sub-specialty
focused on particular organic disease, so if we as the primary care clinician have a
specific question or issue we want assistance with, then we take that back and try
to integrate it into the overall care of the patient”. (FG2)
Many participants felt that when specialists took over the care of patients with
multimorbidity, for whatever reason, it was detrimental to the patient’s overall well-being
if the family physician was not in the circle of care and they did not like that:
“Sometimes I don’t like it when the specialist tries to manage comorbidity
conditions. I sent a patient to a sleep clinic and then he sent her to CBT and
psych for her anxiety, and she is like who should I listen to, and I’m like probably
us. When specialists try to interfere in things that aren’t their specialist domain, I
don’t really appreciate that”. (FG3)
A specific example given was with cancer treatment programs:
“Patients that disappear from us into the cancer treatment program, I often find
when they get spit out the other end you have a big lapse in managing many of
their multimorbidities, and …for a number of reasons they end up with way too
many appointments. They’re pretty sick but a lot lose touch with their GP during
their treatment and I think it’s a real shame because we can do a lot…” (FG2)
Participants felt a shared care model works best:
“I like the shared care model … you handle majority of the patients’ medical
problems and then for very specific thinks like advanced CHF that isn’t
improving on your regular treatment, you’re going to the internist to get
optimized and then coming back”. (FG4)
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3.4.3.3

Role of Allied Health Professionals

During the focus groups, participants described allied health professionals as instrumental
in caring for patients with multimorbidity. A team approach was felt to be very helpful.
“We’re lucky enough to have Family Health Teams. So, popping over to see the
pharmacist and asking them for clarification or asking them for a second opinion
is nice; social worker for resources that you might not know are available … the
dietitian… they can go into much more detail with the patient. You can send them
to the pharmacist … who’ll go over a lot of their medications; how to administer
properly … social work for mental health because of the long wait times for
specialists… having a good [team] nurse to triage and help with following up on
tests”. (FG4)
3.4.3.4

Rural versus Urban practice location

Some participants felt family physicians working in more rural areas were more adept in
caring for patients with multimorbidity:
“It largely depends on location too … the further away from the tertiary care
centre you get, the more you’re comfortable with handling [multimorbidity] or
these people have to handle more so [they] become comfortable with it…
Whereas if you’re closer to a tertiary care centre, I find a lot more things are
probably managed outside of the family clinic and you just quarterback their
care”. (FG4)
3.4.4 Perceptions of Multimorbidity Care in Family Medicine
During the focus groups, participants described their perceptions of the various
facilitators and challenges to providing multimorbidity care in family medicine. The subthemes discussed in this section are: 1) perceived facilitators; 2) perceived challenges; 3)
the role of the academic environment
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3.4.4.1

Perceived Facilitators

Participants identified many positive factors which facilitate caring for patients with
multimorbidity in family medicine which include 1) appointment time, 2) continuity of
care in family medicine, 3) frequency of appointments, 4) patient centred care/knowing
your patients well, and 5) the patient-physician longitudinal relationship.
3.4.4.1.1

Time

Most participants spend 30 minutes or more with patients who have multimorbidity.
Even if patients were booked every 15 minutes, most participants said that the patients’
need would dictate the time spent with them and that it was very difficult to manage these
patients in less than 30-minutes. One participant remarked:
“You would only be scratching the surface and not doing the patient actual justice
by seeing her in 15 minutes … if any one component of their multi-system disease
is off, then it definitely takes longer than 15 minutes to sort through it”. (FG1)
Participants found the longer appointment times afforded to residents as beneficial in
being able to care for their patients with multimorbidity.
“It takes a long time to sort through things especially as residents when you’re
not knowing the patient quite as well and you’re having to sort back through all of
the consults they’ve had, investigations they’ve had. I find it’s more of the
legwork of understanding the patient and what’s happened to them previously that
takes the longest”. (FG1)
Longer appointment times give them more flexibility as one participant commented:
“…I think it gives us a little bit more flexibility to deal with more issues at times.
Saying… I think this is really important to discuss and if we have the time, we’ll
deal with these… usually patients are pretty receptive to that”. (FG1)
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Participants highlighted the importance of having non-clinical time for charting and
paperwork as crucial, especially in a resident practice when they do not have the benefit
of knowing the patients with multimorbidity well over time:
“One of the biggest things is just having dedicated time outside of actual direct
patient care to consolidate all the incoming paperwork that you have on patients.
Any given patient, you have a number of consults back, imaging requests back
and it takes time to sort through all of that to keep your EMR up to date so…when
you go in to your EMR on that patient, it’s all there. I find that the biggest thing
is just having some paperwork time to consolidate all the information on your
patient.” (FG1)
3.4.4.1.2

Continuity of care in family medicine

Participants felt the longitudinal nature of family medicine was a facilitator in that family
physicians have great continuity with their patients and can see them over time: “In
family practice our advantage is that we know the patient very well… their
multimorbidities… you know their exacerbations, and you are following them pretty
closely when needed over time”. (FG2)
3.4.4.1.3

Frequency of appointments

Patients with multimorbidity are seen much more often than patients without
multimorbidity. Frequent appointments were felt to be are a good way to monitor each
condition and their interplay and the effects of their treatments.
“My approach to multimorbidity was to deal with the one or two really pressing
issues and then bring them back in a week or two and deal with it sequentially that
way … you can do that in family medicine”. (FG4)
3.4.4.1.4

Patient centred care/knowing your patients well

Patient centred care was perceived as a strong facilitator when caring for patients with
multimorbidity. “We’re trained in the philosophy of patient centred care …we are good
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at establishing a good therapeutic relationship they may not have with their specialist”.
(FG1)
Participants felt they needed “to look at it from the patient perspective too … evidence
based is not always what the patient wants”. (FG3)
They were also aware that social determinants of health affected how their patients’
multimorbidity could be treated
“Knowing the patient’s social/financial situation is a big one as well because if
you have a lot of different co-morbidities, you have a lot of different
medications… if they are low SES, they’re going to prioritize…that comes into
providing good care for them… knowing their overall situation”. (FG4)
3.4.4.1.5

Patient-physician longitudinal relationship

Participants felt the longitudinal relationships family physicians develop with their
patients over time is very beneficial when it comes to caring for patients with
multimorbidity. “…because you’ve known them for years or you’ve had three or four
appointments with them. You kind of know a little bit more about them and what else is
going on so you can counsel a bit differently.” (FG4)
3.4.4.2

Perceived challenges

Participants identified several challenges in caring for patients with multimorbidity in
family medicine including: 1) Burden of issues/many diagnoses; 2) Prioritization of
problems; 3) role of guidelines/lack of evidence; 4) Multiple providers involved; 5)
challenges for patients with multimorbidity; and 6) Interacting Conditions and treatments
3.4.4.2.1

Burden of issues/Many diagnoses

Participants described often feeling overwhelmed with the number of active issues and
different diagnoses to manage at the same time for patients with multimorbidity. “Just
getting frustrated and overwhelmed with all the issues you have to deal with yourself”.
(FG4)
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They highlighted the importance of staying organized in these situations: “staying
organized during the assessment and then you come up with this great plan and then
needing to remember what you were going to order… what the follow-up was… just
keeping it all straight in your head”. (FG4)
They felt patient expectations sometimes contributed to this feeling of overwhelmingness
- “patients test our patience too. Sometimes, they come in expecting you to fix all their
problems or address all their problems in one appointment … yeah and then they don’t
want to come back sometimes too”. (FG4)
3.4.4.2.2

Prioritization of problems

Participants expressed significant difficulty with prioritization of agendas in encounters
with patients with multimorbidity. They felt that very often their plan for the
appointment and the patient’s plan for the appointment were very different and they
struggled at times trying to align and manage those differences: “Difficult to set
priorities. You need to find common ground with your patient because their priorities are
not necessarily your priorities.” (FG2)
Participants felt it was very much a balancing act:
“…trying to balance what medically you think needs to be prioritized versus
what the patient thinks … patients come with multiple complaints … going
through all of them and … sifting through what they think is a priority for them in
terms of affecting their quality of life… and then [discussing] what you think is
medically important”. (FG1)
Participants expressed that preventive care often gets missed for patients with
multimorbidity:
“I forget to tell them to do a mammogram, that kind of stuff… They come in so
often, that you never actually have them come in for their annual physical because
you see them every month, so we miss a lot of the comprehensive care and
screening for these patients.” (FG3)
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3.4.4.2.3

Guidelines and lack of evidence base in multimorbidity care

Participants felt that guidelines in general are helpful tools, but their use becomes
complicated when trying to apply them to patients with multimorbidity: “The challenge
in managing multimorbid patients is just lack of evidence or at least the difficulty with
interpreting the evidence because those major research studies are focused on a single
condition, multimorbidity is usually an exclusion criterion…”. (FG2)
One participant summarized the role of guidelines in multimorbidity care well: “I think
guidelines are useful but they’re just guidelines, you still have to see the patient in
variation”. (FG3)
3.4.4.2.4

Multiple providers

Participants brought up several challenges in caring for patients with multimorbidity
when it came to patients having multiple providers. One of the challenges with multiple
providers is lack of communication:
“I think lately we’ve had a hard time with referral communication. A lot of…
referrals to [specialists], you never hear anything back and weeks and weeks go
by and you never hear anything, not even like your appointment’s twelve months
from now, you just don’t hear things back.” (FG3)
Participants felt this affects the relationship with patients as well: “I think it’s tough for
the family to get their head around the fact that it’s not just us twiddling our thumbs”.
(FG3)
At other times, there is communication, but the details are lacking. “People see multiple
specialists and have frequent changes in their medications and then as a family
physician, you’re trying to keep everything straight. I find that’s really difficult”. (FG4)
Another challenge with multiple providers is understanding your role as an FP within
their management team:
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“That can be difficult at times… it can be tricky from the family medicine
perspective where you may want to pull back on some things based on what the
patient’s telling you. But other specialists may have a different approach or may
have something else in mind. And a lot of times, there’s not great
communication... So that makes it challenging.” (FG4)
Overall, coordinated care was felt to be challenging with multiple different medical
providers.
“… thinking in terms of multimorbidity, it’s just trying to coordinate care
between, not just people within a team or within a site, but it’s different
specialists, and care teams that are looking after these patients as well and the
poor communication sometimes exists, another barrier to good integrated care.”
(FG2)
3.4.4.2.5

Patient challenges with multimorbidity

Participants identified several challenges for patients who have multimorbidity. These
include: 1) “information overload” from seeing multiple providers and then receiving
multiple opinions/different care plans, 2) “Illness fatigue”.
3.4.4.2.5.1

“Information Overload”

Participants felt multimorbidity must be very challenging for patients. They felt
“information overload” (FG4) was a good term to describe this burden for patients as
reflected the following quote:
“I think it’s tough for the patients, we have a hard time getting our heads around
enough issues, I can’t imagine what it’s like from their perspective to know where
everything’s at. I find that communication hard. I write it out as much as
possible, but I feel like I’m listing things off at the end of the appointment. Okay,
you need to do this, this, and this and we’ll call you about this and this and this
and hear from so and so’s office, that sort of thing. I think it’s an overwhelming
thing for them to take away.” (FG3)
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Participants felt it must be hard for patients to recount all the information they must
remember specific to their diseases to each new resident: “… another challenge is,
basically, information overload”. (FG4)
An additional challenge that participants brought forward for patients is being part of a
teaching practice where residents change over often, and patients must find it hard to
recount all the information they must remember about their specific conditions to each
new resident:
“Especially with [resident] turnover…there should be handover to the next
residents … especially for chronic patients with what’s going on because if a new
person comes on the patient should not feel like a stranger every time. It’s very
hard for them to narrate [their story] totally again and again to everyone.” (FG2)
3.4.4.2.5.2

“Illness Fatigue”

Participants felt patients living with MM must have to balance managing a lot of different
issues and that physicians needed to be aware of this. As one group described: “… I feel
like we hassle people a lot. You have to see it from the patient’s perspective”. (FG3)
Another focus group defined this burden faced by patients living with MM as “illness
fatigue”. (FG2)
Most participants expressed this “illness fatigue” burden as being quite challenging for
patients:
“Sometimes when you’re actually talking to somebody about all the appointments
they have in the month; that can be sometimes multiple appointments every week.
To do that alongside work and family, like it doesn’t always work out necessarily
to do everything at once. So obviously, most people do prioritize their health but
if they have to deal with dozens of hours of appointments, it’s challenging.
Trying to find that balance of appointments they need to have…but also not
fatiguing them [with many appointments] since it’s not the only thing in their life
that’s important to them”. (FG1)
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3.4.4.2.6

Interacting conditions and treatments

During the focus groups, participants spent significant time discussing the interactions of
multiple different conditions and their treatments in multimorbidity. They felt this was a
significant challenge in caring for patients with multimorbidity. The medication burden
and consequently the drug-drug interactions can be overwhelming for both physicians
and patients:
“One of the biggest challenges with the complex multimorbid patients is
medications because they tend to be on quite a few; and they don’t usually bring
their medications or list with them. You can’t always look at the chart reliably to
see exactly what they’re on. So, figuring out what are you taking for your high
blood pressure and things like that can be a little bit confusing. And often,
patients aren’t overly aware of what medications they are taking too.” (FG1)
These interactions were felt to be more complex when multiple providers were involved:
“Then if you add to that the difficulty that frequently these patients see multiple different
specialists. Medication changes are made but not necessarily reflected on our EMRs.”
(FG1)
3.4.4.3

The role of the Academic Environment

The academic teaching unit was seen as both a facilitator and a barrier to providing care
to patients with multimorbidity in family medicine. Themes that arose in this category
include: 1) Facilitatory role of the academic environment; 2) challenges in an academic
environment; 3) Resident handover
3.4.4.3.1

Facilitatory role

Participants highlighted many benefits of caring for patients with multimorbidity in a
family practice teaching centre including: being afforded longer appointment times as
residents, working in an interdisciplinary clinic with helpful allied health professionals,
having access to preceptors to review cases with, having other residents available for case

71

review and help, and having the ability to bring the patients back frequently if needed.
The benefits of an academic teaching practice are reflected in the following quotes:
“… Our roster size for the resident clinics aren’t huge so you only have so many
patients that you’re responsible for and you get to know them fairly quickly… I
think we all do know our patients fairly well and play a central role in their care.”
(FG1)
The additional time residents can spend with patients in the academic setting is
beneficial: “With our 30-minute appointments, I think it gives us a little bit more
flexibility to deal with a little more, more issues at times.” (FG1)
Academic family medicine teaching centres usually involve interdisciplinary teams
which was felt to be facilitatory:
“With the team based environment… having the ability to walk to pharmacy;
having the ability to walk to a different resident or staff member; having the
ability to talk to your social worker, your therapist or dietician that could be down
the hall; the respiratory therapist makes it a lot easier. But I think that’s an ideal
world again. Many of us aren’t going to go out and practice in that… I try to
avoid using those avenues because I know when I get out, I’m not going to be in
that situation. So, you can get used to that currently but what’s your real practice
going to be like?” (FG1)
Training in a family medicine teaching centre with multiple FM preceptors and fellow
residents with whom to discuss cases was felt to be very helpful.
“In the beginning, asking different perspectives on it from different staff that
you’ve worked with, just picking people’s brains, asking other residents, that
comes into it a lot as well just because… the lack of research around handling
management of different diseases.” (FG4)
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3.4.4.3.2

Challenges in an academic environment

Participants discussed the lack of the longitudinal relationship as one challenge faced by
trainees. While beneficial in practice, it is lacking in residency despite many sites using
“mini practices” where they see the same patients in their PGY1 and PGY2 years.
Although that model provides continuity over two years, it is not the same as prolonged
continuity as experienced by practicing physicians: “you don’t have the long relationship
to know which battles you have a chance of winning”. (FG2)
Participants felt it required significant time and knowledge investment taking over the
care for a patient with multimorbidity.
“It takes a long time to sort through things especially as residents when you’re not
knowing the patients quite as well and you’re having to sort back through all of
the consults they’ve had, investigations they’ve had. I find it’s more of the
legwork of understanding the patient and what’s happened to them previously that
takes the longest.” (FG1)
Another challenge that participants brought forward was that some felt they were
shielded from seeing complex patients with multimorbidity and were not learning how to
manage them effectively as a result. As one participant explained:
“The preceptor pretty much said ‘I’m shielding you from multimorbid patients.
You’re going to see one or two issue patients. Try and get that stuff down and
then as you progress in your training, we will release them upon you.’ So, the
really big charts, I didn’t see.” (FG1)
3.4.4.3.3

Resident Handover

Participants spent a lot of time discussing handover and how it is lacking in residency
training when it comes to caring for patients with multimorbidity, especially in the family
medicine setting. This was brought up as a significant challenge as expressed in the
following quote:
“…turn over between residents is fairly frequent for people who are pretty sick so
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there’s a pretty big learning curve, just [to learn] the patient themselves initially…
that’s a pretty big barrier for caring for them.“ (FG2)
Another participant described multiple layers to the lack of resident handover being
challenging:
“we’re in a resident clinic where the residents change over every four months. In
addition, we’re out of clinic… x number of times a week so that patient might be
seeing a different service provider on your team. Going through everybody’s
notes, everybody writes fairly good notes, but you don’t know the patients as well
as somebody that follows them along regularly like when you’re a staff and you
have your own roster of patients and they’re seeing you consistently. The lack of
consistency for some of these complex patients makes them harder to manage
because you never have a consistent train of thought as to where something’s
going with somebody… I think that’s another issue which makes these patients
even more complex to manage“. (FG1)
Participants felt the lack of resident handover could be challenging for patients as well.
“About the handover between residents, depending on the documentation,
depending how often they come, managing multimorbid patients when there’s a
different set of eyes, sometimes it can help but sometimes things are changing just
enough that the patient gets confused by what the plan is…” (FG2)
Although participants felt handover was significantly lacking in their training, they felt in
the future it did not have to be complex and could simply be a good handover note in the
patient’s chart. As one participant said: “we really need to emphasize that the handover
is ideal but sometimes it doesn’t have to be formalized, it can just be in the chart”. (FG2)
They also mentioned it was not required for every patient, just for the more complex
patients especially those with active ongoing issues.
“At our site, it’s relatively non-existent. If I had somebody who acutely
something’s happening then I’ll put a note to summarize before I leave… or if I’m
seeing someone who has a psyche issue where I’ve seen them six times I’m
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putting a more cohesive note about what the plan is so that they don’t have to read
through it all because they won’t. That’s what I do, but even still it’s probably on
maybe five or six patients that I feel really need it, and then outside of that we
don’t have any formal handover.” (FG2)
3.4.5 Multimorbidity Education in Medical Training
During the focus groups, participants identified their experiences of multimorbidity
education in their training to date. The sub-themes that arose are: 1) How is it being
taught/learned; 2) When is it being taught/learned; and 3) Future Directions
3.4.5.1

How is it being taught/learned

Participants stated that they received no formal education on multimorbidity care in their
undergraduate medical education. They highlighted that they learned to care for patients
with multimorbidity over time and by exposure. The concept became quite apparent once
they started seeing patients. Most mentioned they started to develop the appreciation of
the concept of multimorbidity in clerkship but didn’t think about it in a formal way until
residency:
“The concept became pretty apparent once you started seeing patients actually. I
remember when I started clerkship, my first rotation was internal medicine and
seeing a patient’s med list for the first time, it was mind boggling to me that this
person was on [all these medications] and still alive”. (FG1)
Most described their learning around multimorbidity care as informal and through
exposure. Many thought there was a lack of family doctors teaching in the early years
curriculum and felt that likely led to their lack of education in this area:
“The way our training program is designed … majority of our lectures were given
by specialists. We have very few family doctors [teaching], aside from the social
history and things like that. So multimorbidity was never touched upon.” (FG4)
They all agreed that it is a hard topic to teach: “it’s a hard thing to really teach and you
just got to deal with it. And you got to get out there and see patients and see how it’s
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affecting them”. (FG4) One group noted: “I don’t think there is any other way to teach
it, you can’t just teach this disaster case in every lecture, right?” (FG3)
Most participants felt that it was a difficult topic to learn too early in training. “I felt at
times that it was really overwhelming because we were just learning how to take histories
and at the same time we were thrown into the deep end.” (FG2)
3.4.5.2

When in training is it being taught/learned

While participants reported that there was no formal education on multimorbidity care in
their undergraduate medical education, several participants highlighted it wasn’t really
taught until residency: “Probably the start of residency, you never feel that the
management falls to you before that.” (FG3)
The majority said they learned the most about multimorbidity on their family medicine
rotations during residency: “I didn’t learn how to until family medicine. It’s when you’re
actually responsible for the patient when all the specialist referrals come back to you,
that’s kind of when I learned.” (FG3)
Many participants had attended a small group session led by one of the faculty called the
“Multimorbidity Game”. Participants felt this “Multimorbidity Game” was a very good
learning tool for teaching multimorbidity. The session was described as follows:
“a small group session at our centre on how to deal with multimorbidity. There
were multiple diagnoses written on pieces of paper in a paper bag and they pull
out a condition and then you’d say how you manage it and they would write it out
on the white board and then pull another condition out… that’s added onto the
first one and how do you manage the second issue in light of the first issue, and
they just kept going with pulling conditions out of the bag and managing them
and I was like ‘What?!’. This is torture. There’s no way this person exists, has
these many diseases… then you meet them in practice and realize they do exist.”
(FG1)
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One participant said they first learned about multimorbidity on an internal medicine
rotation in clerkship:
“I remember calling it the terrible triad. The person with congestive heart failure,
COPD, and renal failure… you mess with one, you mess with the other. You try
to put him on a beta blocker, it affects the breathing. You want to limit their
fluids; oh, they go into AKI… you don’t learn that in your paper-based learning
but then you go out in the real world and you see that, and you learn.” (FG1)
3.4.5.3

Future Directions in Medication Education

Participants felt there was a role for teaching multimorbidity care in both the
undergraduate and postgraduate medical curriculums. They mentioned that clerkship or
later would be the most appropriate time because - “That’s a difficult thing to teach in
your first years.” (FG1)
They highlighted the family medicine clerkship rotation or the transition to residency
series at the beginning of residency as optimal times to develop an approach to
multimorbidity care: “It’s good to introduce it in clerkship, considering like 40-50% of
classes go into family, introducing it there but really getting into the nitty gritty in
residency.” (FG3)
Small group sessions over formal didactic lectures were favored by participants:
“In my mind, doing formal didactic teaching on this would be almost next to
impossible… every multimorbid patient is unique, it’s the combination of
diseases that they have that makes them complex and how each of those diseases
are being managed… it’s really something that can only be learned in the clinical
context… going through case after case.” (FG1)
Small group case-based sessions using a team approach was a popular response:
“… a team approach where you have the option of bouncing ideas off somebody
and going through them because for a lot of it, there’s no real hard and true fast

77

rules about it. A lot of it is trial and error, when you’re kind of balancing one
system off the next.” (FG1)
All focus groups felt family physicians were best to teach multimorbidity care to trainees:
“I feel like a lot of the academic burden of how to manage multimorbidity should be
shouldered by family doctors.” (FG2)
The family medicine training sites were felt to be the best place to teach this in the future.
“The family medicine sites would be a perfect size…people participate enough
and also you know each other well enough that everybody is willing to speak up,
you remove that awkwardness for the introvert who will talk and be able to
participate in a meaningful way whereas in a group of 20, that person would just
sit back and not verbalize.” (FG3)
3.4.6 Innovations and Suggestions for the Future
During the focus groups, participants identified some ideas for innovations to improve
multimorbidity care. The sub-themes were: 1) Funding; 2) Centralized Electronic
Medical Records (EMRs); 3) Interdisciplinary Teams
3.4.6.1

Funding

Participants felt that long term funding models that accounted for the time it takes to care
for patients with multimorbidity was warranted:
“Funding models that would not pressure the family doc to be forced to see
somebody every 15 minutes who really doesn’t get true benefit from the 15minute appointment as they would from having a half an hour or an hour…when
they’re that complex.” (FG1)
Incentivizing physicians to provide multimorbidity care was felt to be important while
also demonstrating that quality care is being provided to these patients. Time-based
codes, complex care premiums, or a dedicated code for multimorbidity (like the diabetes
management code) were brought forward as possible solutions for the future.
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3.4.6.2

Centralized Electronic Medical Record (EMR)

Participants felt strongly about the importance of centralized or well-integrated EMRs.
“In an ideal world that would have made more sense when we moved to
electronic medical records to have one consolidated EMR… you would have
access to everything but you can’t change things that have already happened. It’ll
never happen again. But that, ultimately, would have made caring for these
patients probably the easiest. Right? Because then you’d have immediate access
to whatever any one of their given physicians was doing; what their medications
are; what their lab reports are. It’d make it easier for them… when they have
exacerbations of whatever it is, and they end up in the ER. It’d make it easier on
all fronts… because one of the hardest things is not knowing what happens at the
hospital… And I find that’s really tough, especially ER visits, because you don’t
usually hear from the ER physician.” (FG1)
Participants who had worked in other provinces with centralized EMRs highlighted the
benefits: “you can literally see everything that’s been done within the province on one
system… it’s a lot better than having to track down on three different types of
networks…what’s been done.” (FG4)
They felt although the upfront cost would be significant the long-term savings with a
centralized EMR would be beneficial:
“I think centralized EMR is the biggest thing [for the future care for
multimorbidity] because that improves a lot of different factors. Communication
being the most important… it also helps with patients too because you’re going to
reduce redundant lab work and imaging, which patients eventually get frustrated
with… patient buy-in would be improved, communication would be improved,
and time management would be improved because you’re not searching all these
different networks for the information. You’re not searching and entering
medications again and wasting a lot of time.” (FG4)
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Participants felt centralized EMR systems could mitigate most of the challenges in caring
for patients with multimorbidity: “I think every factor that we’ve talked about today
would be benefitted by having that centralized EMR.” (FG4)
3.4.6.3

Interdisciplinary teams

Reliable interdisciplinary teams were felt to be helpful. Easy access to FHTs (family
health teams) and having more specialists coming out to family medicine clinics and
working with the family physicians and allied health team was suggested. “Having more
interactions and more specialists coming into family health clinics…maybe that would
facilitate and encourage people to communicate more… it would be nice to have these
people on hand.” (FG4)

3.5

Discussion

This study provided a general yet comprehensive understanding of multimorbidity care in
family medicine teaching sites and of multimorbidity education in the medical curriculum
as reflected by family medicine residents.
3.5.1 Definition and Prevalence
Interestingly, residents felt mostly comfortable managing patients with multimorbidity,
yet most were unable to define it! Nevertheless, they had a good sense of the concept of
multimorbidity. This is supported by the literature (1,18). Although van den Akker and
colleagues proposed the current definition of multimorbidity, “the presence of several
[two or more] co-occurring long-term conditions, being related or not, in a given patient”
(19) back in 1998, not all researchers have agreed, and so at times multimorbidity has
been defined differently throughout the literature (1). Some residents felt multimorbidity
referred to only chronic diseases while others felt it included acute conditions as well.
This is supported by the literature as several researchers, invested in multimorbidity
research, feel acute conditions should be included when defining multimorbidity.
Valderas and colleagues wrote that “acute conditions also contribute to comorbidity, and
there is no reason for their exclusion” (20).
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The above quote from Valderas and colleagues also highlights the often-incorrect
interchangeable use of comorbidity and multimorbidity, as they referred to comorbidity
when speaking to aspects of multimorbidity. Residents had difficulty differentiating
multimorbidity and comorbidity. Some participants felt comorbidity applied when there
was an acute problem and multimorbidity applied when their conditions were stable.
Comorbidity, as defined in the literature, refers to an additional condition that is present
and/or affects a separate condition which is the condition of interest (e.g. if caring for a
patient with a brain tumor, their diabetes is a comorbidity) (1). The relevance of
comorbidity is more important in the specialty medicine realm where they are dealing
with index conditions and co-morbidities play a role in how they affect a particular index
condition. Family physicians are rarely concerned with an index condition and are more
focused on caring for the patient as a whole. As such, multimorbidity is a more
appropriate term for family medicine. (1).
Many residents defined multimorbidity as multiple complex conditions with complicated
management. Although multimorbidity can often be complex and difficult to manage,
complexity and management challenges are outside the true definition of multimorbidity.
The definition given by many residents would be more consistent with complex
multimorbidity, with added challenges such as disability, or frailty, or social factors
affecting their management. Complex multimorbidity is defined as multimorbidity which
includes “at least five long-term conditions and the associated social and behavioral
factors” (21). These factors are often present in patients with multimorbidity but are not
a part of multimorbidity as defined in the literature (1). They add a level of difficulty to
management plans, but they are distinct from multimorbidity operationally. It is
concerning that many participants felt these pieces were an essential element included in
the definition of multimorbidity as it highlights that family medicine residents were likely
referring to these more complex patients with multimorbidity when they went on to
reflect on the prevalence of multimorbidity in their family medicine teaching practices
and the frequency with which they see multimorbidity. Consequently, they are likely
underestimating the actual prevalence of and frequency of multimorbidity (by definition)
in their family practice teaching units.
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Despite potentially underestimating MM prevalence in their teaching practices, most
family medicine residents spend most of their time caring for patients living with MM.
Participants reported that on average 60-80% of patients seen each day on their family
medicine rotations have multimorbidity. These findings are consistent with studies on
prevalence rates and frequency of visits in North America in the literature where
prevalence rates are estimated at 20-30% of the general population but increase to 5598% in those over the age of 65 (3). Residents reported at least 20% of their patients had
multimorbidity but felt they saw these patients up to 80% of the time.
All participants felt that family physicians are managing the bulk of multimorbidity in the
current health care system. Family physicians are the quarterbacks, carrying the load of
multimorbidity, and participants felt this would continue to be the case in the future.
Although multiple health care providers are often involved in the care team, specialist
physicians and allied health professionals were felt to provide a supportive role.
Residents thought team care certainly helped, but the specialists and allied health
professionals are not going to take on the burden of multimorbidity care.
3.5.2 Challenges
Although family physicians were felt to be the best providers for multimorbidity care, it
is not without its challenges. Residents felt multimorbidity care is a major challenge for
the physician, for the patient, and for the medical learner. Multimorbidity care is often
complex and very challenging with multiple health care providers involved and high
utilization of health care resources. These views are supported by the literature (22-25).
Having multiple health care providers involved in a patient living with MM’s care was
seen as challenging, both for physicians (including resident physicians), and for the
patient. They described concerns such as communication issues, uncoordinated EMR
systems, information overload for patients, and specialty focused guidelines that are used
without considering the patient’s multimorbidity. Regarding communication challenges,
residents felt the communication with specialists is often problematic and patchy at best.
There was often a delay in receiving information from specialty colleagues, or a lack of
information within the consult note received. When multiple providers were involved,
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conflicting opinions were felt to be challenging for family medicine residents trying to
coordinate the different opinions to care for the patient living with MM as a whole.
Participants felt unclear what level of responsibility they should take with patients whose
care they share with specialists. They felt a shared care model worked the best, where
specialists were teammates providing additional supports and seeing the patients when
the family physicians felt optimization was needed, yet the family physician remained the
most responsible physician. Residents felt when specialists took over care for patients
with multimorbidity, for whatever reason, it was detrimental to the patient’s overall wellbeing if the family physician was no longer in the circle of care. This is supported by the
literature (26).
FM residents relayed that caring for patients living with MM was often overwhelming.
They felt overwhelmed by the significant number of co-existing conditions, each
condition potentially affecting other conditions, and with the added complexity of
pharmacologically treating all these conditions. Ultimately, these treatments often
interact, or worse interfere, with each other. The resultant medication burden, or
polypharmacy, in MM was felt to be one of the most significant challenges for residents.
This concern about medication burden is supported by the literature which has shown
MM to be one of the strongest predictors of polypharmacy (defined as five or more
chronic medications) (27-31). Polypharmacy brings with it many risks to patients living
with MM, which the family physician must be aware of, including increased drug-drug
interactions, increased risk of adverse medication effects, and consequently poor patient
compliance with a high medication load (27-31). Specialists were felt to add to this
burden by following their specialty specific guidelines, thereby increasing polypharmacy
perhaps unnecessarily. Regarding guidelines, family medicine residents felt published
guidelines were helpful tools, but their application was a challenge with MM. Many felt
they were truly ‘just guidelines’ and that one has to consider their application, or lack
thereof, for each patient with MM. They were aware patients living with MM are often
excluded from the trials that inform the guidelines and therefore following them to a tee
might not be best for MM. This is supported by the literature (32-40).
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Residents were quick to acknowledge MM as just as challenging for patients as it is for
physicians. They recognize the cognitive, physical, and emotional burdens placed on
patients by MM. MM was felt to have a huge impact on the patient, especially the
“information overload” and the “illness fatigue” of MM. Residents coined the term
“Information overload” for patients living with MM having to coordinate multiple
conditions and treatments while seeing multiple providers who often differ in their
approaches depending on their area of specialization leading to possible
miscommunication and conflicting messages to the patient. Residents felt their role in
the teaching clinics also contributed to this “information overload” as they were yet
another ‘provider’ thrown into the mix for patients living with MM. Given they rotate
two to three times per year through the teaching clinics that is potentially three different
family medicine residents each year providing opinions to these patients in addition to
their usual health care providers. Patients often must tell their stories repeatedly as
residents change rotations, let alone when they see other providers such as specialists and
allied health providers. There are significant physical, mental, social, and financial
challenges for patients living with MM. One resident empathetically coined the term
“illness fatigue” for the significant burden faced by patients living with MM given the
numerous physical, mental, social, and financial challenges. They felt this burden must
be exhausting thereby causing “illness fatigue”. The literature supports this profound
burden MM has on patients (41-43). MM has been shown to lead to decreased functional
status, decreased mental well-being, increased risk of disability, and overall decreased
quality of life compared to patients without MM (41-43).
Despite the significant challenges faced by family physicians caring for patients living
with MM, all FM residents felt family physicians were the best suited to provide the
comprehensive, holistic care required for MM. This was especially true for those patients
with complex MM or complicating factors such as psychosocial factors, frailty, and/or
disability. This viewpoint is supported by the literature (44). Starfield et al. reported
people with multiple morbidities have been found to function best under the care of a
single provider rather than by multiple specialists (44).
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3.5.3 Facilitators
Although caring for patients living with MM was reported to be overwhelming at times,
many facilitators, specific to FM, are crucial in supporting family physicians (including
residents) to provide care for this sometimes overwhelming population. First, and
foremost, is the discipline of FM itself. FM has four fundamental principles: being a
skilled clinician, being community-based, being a resource to a defined population, and
having the patient-physician relationship central to the role of the family physician (45).
These four FM foundational principles are represented by many of the facilitators that aid
family physicians to be the best providers of MM care in the health care system.
Specifically: 1) longitudinal relationships, which are a key component of the patientphysician relationship; 2) patient-centred care, which is a key component of the skilled
clinician as is 3) critical use of guidelines while taking into account the individual patient
context; 4) judicious use of referrals to specialist colleagues when help is needed to
manage a particular piece of the MM puzzle, and working with allied health
professionals, which are key components to being community-based and lastly 5) having
family physicians as the quarterbacks of MM care is certainly a key component of being
a resource to a defined population.
The longitudinal relationship in FM was reported as the most beneficial facilitator in
caring for patients living with MM. Knowing patients well over long periods of time was
felt to be crucial. Residents felt this would be extremely important once they were out in
practice. But as residents, they felt it was a huge piece of the puzzle that was missing for
them as will be discussed later in this chapter.
Patient-centred care was also seen as a huge facilitator in caring for patients living with
MM, and this is supported in the literature (46). Residents felt they were well trained in
the patient-centred clinical method.
Another main facilitator brought forward was time. Having enough time allocated to care
for patients living with MM was felt to be very important. Most residents felt that MM
could not be managed well in a 15-minute appointment common in FM. Most resident
practices have appointments booked every 30 minutes. Several residents said patients
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living with MM were booked for longer appointments ranging from 30 to 60 minutes.
They felt at least 30-minute appointments were most appropriate. They relied heavily on
continuity of care and would bring patients living with MM back more frequently given
their complexity. Whether booking longer appointments or bringing patients back more
often, all participants felt longer time spent with patients living with MM was crucial in
providing high-quality care. The important element of time is supported in the literature
(47-50).
The support of allied health professionals was also felt to be crucial from the resident
perspective. Residents felt allied health professionals were instrumental in caring for
patients living with MM. A team approach was felt to be very helpful, especially for
residents caring for patients living with MM.
3.5.4 The Academic Environment
As FM residents caring for patients living with MM, participants felt the academic
environment was both a facilitator and a barrier to providing care. The benefits of an
academic teaching centre included longer appointment times as residents, working in an
interdisciplinary clinic with allied health professionals, having FM preceptors and FM
resident colleagues on hand to review cases, and having the ability to easily bring patients
back frequently if needed. However, residents also brought forward several challenges
when practicing in an academic environment. First and foremost, the lack of
longitudinal relationship (as trainees) was felt to be a detriment to providing quality MM
care. Although reasonable continuity of care was achieved, albeit divided over a twoyear training period, residents felt it could not compare to the longitudinal relationship
developed in practice. They found significant difficulty with prioritization of agendas in
patient encounters. They felt it was difficult to set priorities and find common ground
with patients, when the resident and the patient had different agendas, without the
longitudinal relationship to know which “battles have a chance of winning”. Although
they thought prioritizing agendas was likely still going to be an issue in practice, they felt
it was more difficult as a resident without the long patient-physician relationship.
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Given the lack of longitudinal relationship and consequent lack of knowing patients well,
resident handover (from rotation to rotation) was felt to be important. Yet, resident
handover on FM rotations was almost non-existent in their training. There is no formal
handover of patients living with MM from rotation to rotation. This was felt to be a
significant challenge for residents in providing high-quality care especially for those with
complex MM. For the future, they felt incorporating formal handover for complex
patients living with MM was important for FM rotations.
3.5.5 Multimorbidity and Medical Education
This study suggests most residents received little if no formal education in MM during
their training to date. This is supported by the paucity of literature regarding MM
education in training (14, 15, 16, 51, 52). Learning about MM care is experiential and
mostly does not happen until residency, usually on FM rotations.
Exposure of FM residents to patients living with MM varies greatly depending on the FM
clinic setting they train in. Some residents reported being shielded from seeing patients
living with MM. Some residents were exposed to organized formal interdisciplinary
rounds for patients living with MM, but most were not. Those that were, found them
valuable.
A few residents experienced some formal small group MM teaching at their FM centres.
The sessions were called the ‘Multimorbidity Game’ where a patient developed MM over
the course of the session by adding multiple conditions to a white board, reviewing the
management of each condition, and then considering how a new added condition affected
the existing condition(s) and the interplay between their managements. Those who had
experience with this session felt it was beneficial. This ‘Multimorbidity Game’ teaching
tool was reported in the literature as a simple teaching strategy that was easy to employ
(53).
Most residents felt a need for more formalized training but were unsure how best that
should be taught. Several thought case-based small group sessions were likely the way
forward. In terms of timing, most felt that late clerkship or early on in residency were the
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most appropriate times. Teaching MM management by early residency was felt to be
important given the challenges faced by residents in providing MM care during their
rotations currently.
FM preceptors were felt to be the most appropriate academic clinicians to teach MM
care. The FM training sites were felt to be the ideal place to teach MM care going
forward. Residents felt the FM centres would be excellent locations to run small group
case-based session where residents (and medical students) can participate and engage in a
meaningful way as there are not too many learners on site at any given time.
3.5.6 Future Directions
With respect to future directions in MM care, residents felt family physicians would
continue to be the leaders in MM care but could be aided with new funding models that
recognize the increased workload of MM, improved communication amongst health care
providers, and revamping the interdisciplinary team model of care.
Residents felt long term funding changes that account for the time required to care for
patients living with MM was warranted. As time is a critical facilitator in providing good
MM care, participants felt an adjustment to the current provincial billing structure would
be appropriate to acknowledge the amount of work and time required. Incentivizing
physicians to provide MM care was felt to be important while demonstrating quality care
is being provided. The addition of a complexity code or a separate billing code for MM
was suggested, much like those in place already for diabetes.
A fully integrated EMR (hospitals, clinics, pharmacies) would greatly enhance MM care.
Residents who had been exposed to centralized EMR systems, in other geographic
locations, felt this was very beneficial for patient care. It would improve communication
amongst providers and hospitals with seamless sharing of lab tests, imaging, active
medication list, and notes. This would reduce the miscommunication that can be felt by
both providers and patients, decrease health care spending on duplicate labs and imaging,
and improve overall care.

88

Lastly, interdisciplinary teams are felt to be helpful, and their creation as a care model
was felt to be a priority. Easy access to Family Health Teams (FHT) and having more
specialists coming out to FM clinics, working with the family physicians and allied health
teams was suggested.

3.6

Strengths, limitations, and implications

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences of family medicine
residents with multimorbidity patient care and multimorbidity education in their family
medicine residency training . It was expected that a greater understanding of the
facilitators and challenges of caring for patients living with MM in a teaching practice
would be achieved. This research was meant to add to the literature regarding FM
trainees’ experiences with MM care and education and to encourage continued research
within this field.
Future research in this area may include the patients’ perspectives on MM care, including
their level of satisfaction with their care in our current educational training system and
their perceptions of what could be done differently. The specialist trainee’s perspective
on MM care, as well as perspectives from medical students and allied health
professionals could also be beneficial.
Strengths: The strengths of this study arise from the fact that no studies have been
published exploring MM care and education from the perspective of FM medicine
residents in Canada, as far as we know. This is a new and valuable contribution to this
area of the literature.
Another strength of this study was its methodological rigor. During participant
recruitment, attempts were made to ensure a variety of age, gender, training locations,
and training level. Team analysis enabled the principal investigator to discuss the coding
(themes and subthemes) iteratively with co-investigators, leading to the emergence of a
coherent interpretative thematic map.
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Limitations: One limitation is that all participants came from the same FM residency
program. This limitation was offset somewhat by recruiting participants from different
teaching sites namely urban, regional, and rural. The findings may not be transferable as
they may reflect only the experiences of FM residents who chose to participate in the
focus groups and may not be representative of the entire FM resident cohort.
Nevertheless, the detailed experiences provided by the participants provided new and
valuable contributions to the literature.

3.7

Conclusions

This study provided a general understanding of MM care, and of MM training in medical
education, as experienced by FM residents. FM carries the load when it comes to MM
care in the healthcare system. Family physicians are best suited to do so. The roles of
specialists and allied health professionals were reported to be supportive ones. Although
they were unable to properly define MM, FM residents are mostly comfortable providing
MM care during their residency training, although they do experience some challenges in
doing so. Handover between resident rotations is felt to be instrumental for good MM
care, especially for complex patients. Yet it is lacking in FM rotations in residency.
FM residents receive little to no formal training in MM care in the current medical
education curriculum. MM training continues to be informal and experiential in most
cases. There is a need for more formalized training for learners, likely in the form of
case-based small group learning, best delivered in the final year of medical school or very
early in residency training.
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Chapter 4
4

General Discussion and Conclusions

4.1 Introduction
Multimorbidity is a challenge for the health care system, especially for family physicians.
Over the past decade research has shown multimorbidity to be very prevalent in primary
care (1-5). Studies have estimated the prevalence of multimorbidity to be between 1695% of primary care patients in different age groups (1-5). As the population ages, this
prevalence will only increase, and the burden of care will fall mostly on primary care.
Despite this, there is little formal focus on the training of family medicine residents in the
care of patients with multimorbidity. This thesis attempted to explore the experiences of
FM teachers and FM residents in caring for patients with multimorbidity and
multimorbidity training in the FM postgraduate setting. This was achieved by designing
two complementary qualitative studies.

4.2 Methodology
Qualitative descriptive methodology was employed for this thesis. In-depth individual
interviews of FM teachers and focus groups of FM residents were the chosen data
collection techniques. These two studies were run concurrently.

4.3 Integrated summary of findings
The findings of both studies were compared, and the following integrated themes
emerged: 1) Family Medicine as the Leaders in MM care; 2) The challenge of the
Academic Environment in providing MM care; and 3) Family Medicine should be the
leaders in MM education

4.3.1 Family Medicine as the Leaders in MM care
In both studies, participants agreed that FM is the discipline providing MM care for
patients. Family physicians were felt to be the physicians in the health care system who
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were carrying the workload of MM care more so than any other specialty. Family
physicians were also felt to be best suited to carry the load of MM care going forward
given the wide array of facilitators to MM care in family medicine. Family Medicine as a
discipline was felt to be a strong facilitator to MM care. As a discipline, family medicine
encompasses continuity with longitudinal relationships, is based on a generalist approach,
embodies patient-centred care, and can include team-based care approaches with the
involvement of allied health professionals working alongside family physicians in models
such as Family Health Teams (FHTs). An increasing number of family physicians work
in a capitation funding model which can allow them to book longer appointments for
patients living with MM, to bring patients back in more frequently if required, and to
incorporate charting or paperwork time into one’s workday.
Both FM preceptors and FM residents felt that collaborative care is needed in managing
MM, with FM as the backbone of the coordinated care team. Both groups of participants
felt specialist colleagues were not providing the bulk of MM care in the current health
care system but did feel they play a crucial supportive role aiding family physicians’ care
for patients with multimorbidity. Similarly, allied health professionals play a supportive
role but were not felt to be appropriate to carry the workload of MM care. Resident
physicians valued the roles of both specialists and allied health professionals more so
than their FM preceptors.
Family medicine preceptors and residents embraced the “gate keeper” role of caring for
their patients and protecting them from unnecessary interventions or duplication of care,
but this is not without its challenges. Several challenges were highlighted by both
studies’ participants which can add difficulty when caring for patients living with MM.
Electronic medical records (EMR) were felt to be both helpful and a hinderance
depending on the situation. Both studies highlighted the need for a centralized or at least
a coordination of current EMR systems to improve communication between providers
and thereby decrease unnecessary testing and decrease medication errors and
polypharmacy. Evidence-based guidelines were felt to be very challenging to incorporate
when caring for patients living with MM and led to increased polypharmacy. Both
preceptors and residents found the burden of polypharmacy to be a significant challenge
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in caring for patients living with MM. As such, participants felt guidelines needed to be
treated as such, as a “guide” that needs to be customized to individual patients depending
on their other morbidities and their care priorities.
Although all participants in both studies felt FM was the medical discipline providing the
bulk of MM care in the current health care system, they also felt that FM as a discipline
was not explaining this well to either medical educational institutions, or government
organizations. All participants felt it was crucial that both medical educational
institutions and health care government decision makers be educated on the breadth of
care provided by family medicine, especially regarding multimorbidity care. It is
important that policy and decision makers realize family medicine is so much more than
caring for coughs or colds and doing well-baby visits.
In both studies, participants felt improved funding for MM care was warranted to aid FM
to be the leaders in MM care in the future. Updating the funding models to include
complexity codes, or specific billing codes for patients living with MM that are timebased and account for the added workload required to care for patients living with MM
were felt to be crucial. Re-development of electronic medical records (EMR) was felt to
be crucial as well. Participants from both studies felt that either a centralized EMR
system or significant improvement to the communication capabilities between EMR
systems would be one of the most valuable areas of improvement moving forward. This
would help improve the communication between physicians and allied health
professionals, decrease duplication of investigations and make medication reviews and
patient follow-up appointments more efficient and effective. Additional changes to
funding models for specialist physicians in terms of being able to be compensated for
secure email communication and/or telephone advice for patients when family physicians
need some support but do not require the patient to be seen in person by the specialist
physician.
Overall, FM is well suited to be the leaders in MM care. Family physicians know their
patients well and care for them over long periods of time. Primary care is cost effective
and close to home for patients. Collaborative care with specialist and allied health
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support is valued for difficult cases provided that access to their advice is accessible in a
timely fashion. Coordination of medical records and improved funding models would be
beneficial to ensuring success in the future.

4.3.2 The challenge of the academic environment in MM care
Both groups of participants felt that the FM teaching clinics were the best educational
sites in which to learn MM care. The benefits of an academic teaching centre included
longer appointment times as residents, working in an interdisciplinary clinic, having FM
preceptors and FM resident colleagues on hand to review cases, and having the ability to
bring patients back frequently if warranted. However, there are some inherent challenges
for FM residents in caring for patients living with MM in the academic teaching centres
that are unique as trainees. The lack of a longitudinal relationship and the lack of
continuity of care (as a trainee) were felt to be detrimental to providing good MM care as
FM residents. There is also a significant lack of resident handover (from rotation to
rotation) which was felt to be a significant challenge especially given the lack of
longitudinal relationship that is so important in caring for patients living with MM.
Despite these challenges, both groups felt quite positively that FM residents are very
capable of managing patients living with MM by the end of their FM residency training.
For the future, development and implementation of resident handover systems for
complex patients living with MM in the FM teaching clinics is crucial. The addition of a
“Multimorbidity Patient” flag to the EMR charts was suggested for the future so resident
physicians are aware to review the chart in more detail prior to the patient’s appointment.
Ensuring that all FM residents are exposed to patients living with MM during their FM
rotations so they can gain the skills in managing MM during their training. Although
most residents felt they were given extra time to see some patients living with MM,
allowing longer appointment times for patients flagged as “Multimorbidity” would be
beneficial to their learning and development of management skills.
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4.3.3 Family Medicine should be the leaders in MM education
Combined analysis of the studies revealed that MM education in both the past and the
present is informal in nature. All participants identified MM education as experiential
learning. MM is not being taught in the early years of the medical curriculum and
participants from both studies felt this was likely because the early undergraduate
medical curriculum is largely controlled by specialist physicians. It was felt FM needed a
stronger voice at the planning table regarding the undergraduate medical curriculum.
The optimal learning environment for MM training was identified as the FM teaching
clinic by participants in both studies. Family physicians were identified as the optimal
educators for MM care. Participants in both studies felt that family physicians should be
the drivers of innovation for MM education in the future. Family physicians were felt to
be the specialists of MM care and therefore should be providing the education and
curriculum development in this area. Family physicians were felt to be well positioned
and best suited to develop this curriculum.
Many of the facilitators to MM care discussed in both studies are teachable such as
patient-centred care. The practical facilitators could be taught with modeling in practice
such as increased length of appointment for complex MM, building paperwork time into
the schedule, and using templates for efficiency. Participants from both studies identified
the need for a solid education to support MM care in the future such as education about
the health care system, billing systems and funding models, setting up appointment
schedules, and team-based care in addition to the clinical management skills required for
MM care.
Both FM teachers and FM residents identified small group teaching sessions using casebased learning as optimal teaching techniques for MM care. Specific examples included
multimorbidity rounds and the “Multimorbidity Game”. All participants felt that late
clerkship and early residency were the most appropriate times in training to introduce
MM education into the curriculum. The “Multimorbidity Game” was mentioned as a low
fidelity teaching model that could be easily instituted in all FM teaching centres easily.
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4.4 Study Limitations and Future research
The findings of this thesis may not be transferable to all family physicians or to all FM
residents. All participants in both studies came from the same FM residency training
program at one university. This limitation was offset by recruiting preceptors and
residents from different teaching sites namely urban, regional, and rural. The findings
may not be transferable as they may reflect only the experiences of FM teachers and FM
residents who chose to participate in the studies and may not be representative of all FM
physicians and residents. Nevertheless, the detailed experiences provided by the
participants provided new and valuable contributions to the literature.
Future research in this area may include the patients’ perspectives on MM care, including
their level of satisfaction with their care in our current system and their perceptions of
what could be done differently (especially for patients enrolled in academic practices).
The specialist and specialty residents’ perspectives on MM care, as well as perspectives
from medical students and allied health professionals could also be beneficial.

4.5 Conclusions
Together both studies provided a general understanding of MM care and of MM
education in medical training from the perspectives of FM teachers and resident trainees.
Family Medicine carries the load when it comes to MM care in the healthcare system.
Family physicians are best suited to do so. The roles of specialists and allied health
professionals were reported to be supportive ones. Both facilitators and challenges in
caring for patients living with MM were presented along with suggestions for
governmental changes to funding models and EMR system coordination to alleviate some
of these challenges in the future. Both FM teachers and residents experience similar
challenges in managing patients living with MM although FM residents experience some
additional challenges such as lack of longitudinal relationships and continuity of care
which are instrumental in managing patients living with MM. Handover between
resident physicians in the FM clinic is lacking and is felt to be a valuable additional tool
for the future.
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Overall, FM teachers and residents received little to no formal training in MM care in the
past or current medical education curriculum. Education regarding MM care continues to
be informal and experiential in most cases. There is a need for more formalized training
for learners, likely in the form of case-based small group learning, best delivered in the
final year of medical school or very early in residency training.
There continues to be a paucity of research in the areas of multimorbidity care and
medical education and further research in this area is worthwhile.
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Appendix B: Recruitment Email – Study 1 Interviews
Hello,
We would like to invite you to participate in an interview about your experiences with
multimorbidity management in your practice and educating family medicine residents
about multimorbidity. The interview is part of a research study entitled “The experiences
of family medicine preceptors and residents with multimorbidity management and
education – a qualitative study”. You are being invited to participate as a current Family
Medicine Postgraduate Preceptor in the Department of Family Medicine, Schulich School
of Medicine and Dentistry, Western University. We are inviting you to share your
experiences with managing multimorbidity in your practice as well as your perceptions
on multimorbidity education during family medicine training.
As you are likely aware, multimorbidity is prevalent and causes a significant workload in
family medicine yet there is limited research on medical education and multimorbidity or
its management. As the population ages, its prevalence will only increase, and the
burden of care will fall mostly on family physicians. Graduates of family medicine
postgraduate training programs will need to acquire the knowledge and skills to manage
multimorbidity in their future practice.
This research study is being conducted by Dr. Julie Copeland as her thesis for the Masters
of Clinical Science in Family Medicine (MClSc FM) Program at Western University.
Drs. William (Ted) Osmun and Sonja Reichert are co-investigators on the study. Dr.
Copeland is an Associate Professor in the Department of Family Medicine, Schulich
School of Medicine & Dentistry, Western University and is currently enrolled in the
MClSc FM program. Dr. Osmun is an Associate Professor and Dr. Reichert is an
Assistant Professor, both in the Department of Family Medicine, Schulich School of
Medicine & Dentistry, Western University.
If you agree, you will participate in an individual interview conducted by Dr. Julie
Copeland. The interview will last for one hour and will be conducted at your location of
choice. The interview will be audio-taped and transcribed anonymously. Your
information relating to the study will be kept confidential.
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If you are interested in participating in this study, or for more information, please contact
us by email – jcopela3@uwo.ca
Thank you for your time.
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Appendix C: Recruitment Email – Study 2 Focus Groups
Hello,
We would like to invite you to participate in a focus group discussion about your
experiences with multimorbidity management and multimorbidity education during your
training. The focus group discussions are part of a research study entitled “The
experiences of family medicine preceptors and residents with multimorbidity
management and education – a qualitative study”. You are being invited to participate as
a current Family Medicine Resident training in the Department of Family Medicine,
Schulich School of Medicine and Dentistry, Western University. We are inviting you to
share your experiences with managing multimorbidity during your training as well as
your education about multimorbidity during your medical training to date.
As you have likely encountered during your training, multimorbidity is prevalent and
causes a significant workload in family medicine yet there is limited research on medical
education and multimorbidity or its management. As the population ages, its prevalence
will only increase, and the burden of care will fall mostly on family physicians.
Graduates of family medicine postgraduate training programs will need to acquire the
knowledge and skills to manage multimorbidity in their future practice.
This research study is being conducted by Dr. Julie Copeland as her thesis for the Masters
of Clinical Science in Family Medicine (MClSc FM) Program at Western University.
Drs. William (Ted) Osmun and Sonja Reichert are co-investigators on the study. Dr.
Copeland is an Associate Professor in the Department of Family Medicine, Schulich
School of Medicine & Dentistry, Western University and is currently enrolled in the
MClSc FM program. Dr. Osmun is an Associate Professor and Dr. Reichert is an
Assistant Professor, both in the Department of Family Medicine, Schulich School of
Medicine & Dentistry, Western University.
If you agree, you will participate in a focused discussion with other family medicine
residents from your program. The focus group will last for one hour. Snacks and
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refreshments will be served. The discussion will be audio-taped and transcribed
anonymously. Your information relating to the study will be kept confidential.
If you are interested in participating in this study, or for more information, please contact
us by email – jcopela3@uwo.ca
Thank you for your time.
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Appendix D: Letter of Information – Study 1 Interviews
Letter of Information for Qualitative Study on Family Medicine Preceptors’
experiences and perceptions of multimorbidity management and multimorbidity
education
Title of Research Study
The Experiences of Family Medicine Preceptors and Residents with Multimorbidity
Management and Education
Principal Investigator: Dr. Julie Copeland (Masters’ student)
Co-Investigators: Dr. William Osmun and Dr. Sonja Reichert
Invitation
We invite you to participate in this study. You are being invited to participate as you are
a current Family Medicine preceptor involved in resident training at the Schulich School
of Medicine and Dentistry at Western University.
Purpose
The purpose of this study is to explore your experiences and perceptions of
multimorbidity management in your practice and educating family medicine residents
about multimorbidity.
Background
Multimorbidity is prevalent and causes a significant workload in family medicine. There
is limited research on medical education in multimorbidity. As the population ages, its
prevalence will only increase, and the burden of care will fall mostly on family
physicians. But studies show family physicians feel unprepared to care for patients with
multimorbidity. Graduates of family medicine postgraduate training programs will need
to acquire the knowledge and skills to manage multimorbidity in their future practice.
This study explores the experiences and perceptions of family preceptors at Western
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University with respect to managing multimorbidity in practice and the education
provided about multimorbidity to family medicine residents in your training program.
Procedures
Participation in this study will require one hour of your time during which you will be
asked to describe your experiences. This will involve being interviewed (by the principal
investigator) about your experiences with multimorbidity care in your practice as well as
educating family medicine residents about multimorbidity care. The semi-structured
interview will be audiotaped, transcribed verbatim and analyzed. They will take place at
your family medicine centre or another location that is convenient for you.
Possible Benefits and Risks
The possible benefits to you for participating in this study are that you may find new
ways in which to improve your current management of patients with multimorbidity
and/or the education of family medicine residents about multimorbidity. Society in
general and your medical colleagues would also benefit from the study because the
results will describe multimorbidity education and management ideas, thus reporting
options for further improvement in care and/or training that would not have been known
otherwise. There may be the potential to recall certain adverse events that you have
experienced with managing patients with multimorbidity. If, because of these or any
other reason, you feel you cannot continue with the focus group, you may leave the focus
group without question.
Confidentiality
Participants’ information relating to the study will be kept confidential and all study data
will be kept for 5 years. Any research data collected about you during the study will not
identify you by name. All study data will be stored in password protected files on an
encrypted USB memory stick. Audio file will be destroyed once they have been
transcribed and verified. Any publication resulting from this study will not identify you.
Voluntary Participation
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You are free to withdraw from this research study at any time and for any reason without
consequence. You also have the right to refuse to answer any of the questions. The
information you provide will not be released and your identity will be kept protected to
the best of our ability.
Contact name, address, and telephone numbers
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this
study, you may contact The Office of Research Ethics at (519) 661-3036, email:
ethics@uwo.ca. If you have questions about the study itself, you may contact Dr. Julie
Copeland at (519) 264-2800 or jcopela3@uwo.ca.
Thank you for your interest in this study.
CONSENT FORM
I have read and understood the letter of information about the research study “The
experiences of family medicine preceptors and residents with multimorbidity
management and education – a qualitative study”. I understand the conditions, risks and
benefits of my participation. I have had all my questions answered about this study. I
understand that I do not waive any legal rights by signing this consent form.
I agree to participate in an individual interview for this study
I agree to respect the confidentiality of the information shared during the
interview
Participant signature : ___________________________________
Participant name : __________________________ Date : ___________________
Researcher signature: ___________________________________
Researcher name: ___________________________ Date: ___________________
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Appendix E: Letter of Information – Study 2 Focus Groups
Letter of Information for Qualitative Study on Family Medicine Residents’
experiences and perceptions of multimorbidity management and multimorbidity
education
Title of Research Study
The Experiences of Family Medicine Preceptors and Residents with Multimorbidity
Management and Education
Principal Investigator: Dr. Julie Copeland (Masters’ student)
Co-Investigators: Dr. William Osmun and Dr. Sonja Reichert
Invitation
We invite you to participate in this study. You are being invited to participate as you are
a current Family Medicine resident training at the Schulich School of Medicine and
Dentistry at Western University.
Purpose
The purpose of this study is to explore your experiences and perceptions of
multimorbidity management and education during your family medicine residency
training.
Background
Multimorbidity is prevalent and causes a significant workload in family medicine yet
there is limited research on medical education surrounding its management. As the
population ages, its prevalence will only increase, and the burden of care will fall mostly
on family physicians. But studies show family physicians are unprepared to care for
patients with multimorbidity. Graduates of family medicine postgraduate training
programs will need to acquire the knowledge and skills to manage multimorbidity in their
future practice. This study explores the experiences and perceptions of family medicine
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residents at Western University in managing multimorbidity and the education provided
about multimorbidity.
Procedures
Participation in this study will require one hour of your time during which you will be
asked to describe your experiences. This will involve a focus group format and the
principal investigator will be present to guide the discussion. The focus groups will be
audiotaped, transcribed verbatim and analyzed. They will take place at your family
medicine training site or at the Western Centre for Public Health and Family Medicine.
Your participation and responses will have no impact on your residency training.
Possible Benefits and Risks
You will have the opportunity to reflect on your training in multimorbidity management
with your peers in the focus group. Society in general and your medical colleagues
would also benefit from the study because the results will describe multimorbidity
education and management ideas, thus reporting options for further improvement in
training that would not have been known otherwise. There may be the potential to recall
certain adverse events that you have experienced with managing patients with
multimorbidity. If, because of these or any other reason, you feel you cannot continue
with the focus group, you may leave the focus group without question.
Confidentiality
All focus group participants will be asked to keep the discussion within the focus group
itself, however complete confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. Participants’ information
relating to the study will be kept confidential and all study data will be kept for 5 years.
Any research data collected about you during the study will not identify you by name.
All study data will be stored in password protected files on an encrypted USB memory
stick. Audio file will be destroyed once they have been transcribed and verified. Any
publication resulting from this study will not identify you.
Voluntary Participation
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You are free to withdraw from this research study at any time and for any reason without
consequence. You also have the right to refuse to answer any of the questions. The
information you provide will not be released and your identity will be kept protected to
the best of our ability.
Contact name, address, and telephone numbers
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant or the conduct of this
study, you may contact the Office of Research Ethics at (519) 661-3036, email:
ethics@uwo.ca. If you have questions about the study itself, you may contact Dr. Julie
Copeland at (519) 264-2800 or jcopela3@uwo.ca.
Thank you for your interest in this study.
CONSENT FORM
I have read and understood the letter of information about the research study “The
experiences of family medicine preceptors and residents with multimorbidity
management and education – a qualitative study”. I understand the conditions, risks and
benefits of my participation. I have had all my questions answered about this study. I
understand that I do not waive any legal rights by signing this consent form.
I agree to participate in a focus group discussion for this study
I agree to respect the confidentiality of the information shared during the focus
group
Participant signature : ___________________________________
Participant name : _________________________ Date : ___________________
Researcher signature: ___________________________________
Researcher name: _________________________

Date: ___________________
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Appendix F: Interview Guide for Study 1 Interviews
Preceptors’ One-on-One Semi-Structured Interview Guide Questions
1. What is MM (multimorbidity)?
a. What is it? What comes to mind when you hear the term “multimorbidity” (define it
if they do not know)
i. What is the definition of co-morbidity? How is that different than MM?
b. Is MM the same as Chronic Disease? Why or why not?
c.

How common is it? How often do you see MM in FM?

2. Experiences with MM
a. You mentioned that your appts are booked for “X” minutes - Are they longer for
patients w/ MM? Should they be?
b. What percentage of patients that you see do you think have MM?
c.

Think of a case of MM you saw recently ... briefly describe some difficulties or
challenges
i. What are challenges with MM for physicians/residents?
ii. What are challenges for patients? (give an example if they do not know)

d. What have you gained from caring for patients with MM?
i. What have you found most effective in helping you manage patients with
MM? Are there factors that facilitate caring for pts w/ MM?
1. Prompts if needed (based on what is known to work) – e.g. see pt
in continuity/increased time per appt/ multidisciplinary team care/
patient-centered care model
ii. What are your experiences in providing good comprehensive care to patients
with MM?
e.

How do you weigh interests against each other and decide how to prioritize care?
i. Prompts - weighing different co-morbidities and prioritizing which comorbidity’s treatment comes first etc.

f.

How do you prioritize “goals of care”? (e.g. MD goals versus patient goals).

g. Are there challenges you encounter in treating patients w/ MM that are different
compared to those patients with single diseases (even if it is a chronic disease)
i. Do you think standardized guidelines help or hinder you in caring for pts
with MM? (do guidelines even apply to those w/ MM)
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h. What is the role of other health care professionals in managing MM?
i. Allied health professionals in the FHT?
ii. Other MDs such as specialists?
iii. Role of communication between professionals caring for a patient with MM
(e.g. EMR)?
3. MM Education
a. Do you recall ever learning about MM during your training?
i. If not, when did you first hear the term MM or learn about MM? How?
b. How have you learned to care for patients with MM in your practice?
c.

How do FM residents currently learn about MM and MM management in their
training?
i. Are they taught specifically about treating MM? (e.g. Didactic or small
group)
ii. Clinical exposure?

d. What recommendations would you make for including MM education into medical
education? Early? (e.g. undergrad) or later (postgrad)
i. What types of educational activities would help with teaching MM?
ii. Would interprofessional education help (e.g. DEC or pharmacist)?
iii. What skills might be helpful to gain or skills that you feel are lacking?
iv. Is the FM centre the appropriate place to teach MM? If yes - why? If no –
why not?
e.

What are barriers to teaching MM?

f.

How comfortable are you teaching about MM care?

4. In an ideal world, how do you think multimorbidity should be managed?
a.

which health care providers should be involved.

b. infrastructure – EMR, clinics, home care

c.

education – role of the student/resident plays in the care of patients with
multimorbidity

d. patient’s role in their own care

5.

What are policy implications of this kind of care/how can health care policies support this
kind of care?

115

Appendix G: Interview Guide for Study 2 Focus Groups
Focus Group Interview Guide Questions
1. What is MM (multimorbidity)?
a. What is it? What comes to mind when you hear the term “multimorbidity” (define it
if they do not know)
i. What is the definition of co-morbidity? How is that different than MM?
b. Is MM the same as Chronic Disease? Why or why not?
c.

How common is it? How often do you see MM in FM?

2. Experiences with MM
a. How long are appts booked for? Are they longer for patients w/ MM? Should they
be?
b. What percentage of patients that you see do you think have MM?
c.

Think of a case of MM you saw recently ... briefly describe some difficulties or
challenges
i. What are challenges with MM for physicians/residents?
ii. What are challenges for patients? (give an example if they do not know)

d. What have you gained from caring for patients with MM?
i. What have you found most effective in helping you manage patients with
MM? Are there factors that facilitate caring for pts w/ MM?
1. Prompts if needed (based on what is known to work) – e.g. see pt
in continuity/increased time per appt/ multidisciplinary team care/
patient-centered care model
ii. What are your experiences in providing good comprehensive care to patients
with MM?
e.

How do you weigh interests against each other and decide how to prioritize care?
i. Prompts - weighing different co-morbidities and prioritizing which comorbidity’s treatment comes first etc.

f.

How do you prioritize “goals of care”? (e.g. MD goals versus patient goals).

g. Are there challenges you encounter in treating patients w/ MM that are different
compared to those patients with single diseases (even if it is a chronic disease)
i. Do you think standardized guidelines help or hinder you in caring for pts
with MM? (do guidelines even apply to those w/ MM)
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h. What is the role of other health care professionals in managing MM?
i. Allied health professionals in the FHT?
ii. Other MDs such as specialists?
iii. Role of communication between professionals caring for a patient with MM
(e.g. EMR)?
3. MM Education
a. During your medical education, when did you first hear the term MM or learn about
MM? How? (e.g. was it a teaching session, a clinical encounter, self exposure etc)
b. How have you learned about MM and its management in your training to date?
i. Have you been taught specifically about treating MM? Clinically?
Didactically?
c.

What recommendations would you make for including MM education into your
training? Early? (e.g. undergrad) or later (postgrad)
i. What types of educational activities would help with teaching MM?
ii. Would interprofessional education help (e.g. DEC or pharmacist)
iii. What skills might be helpful to gain or skills that you feel are lacking?
iv. Is the FM centre the appropriate place to teach MM? If yes - why? If no –
why not?

d. What are barriers to teaching MM?

4. In an ideal world, how do you think multimorbidity should be managed?
a.

which health care providers should be involved.

b. infrastructure – EMR, clinics, home care

c.

education – role of the student/resident plays in the care of patients with
multimorbidity

d. patient’s role in their own care

5. What are policy implications of this kind of care/how can health care policies support this
kind of care?
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Appendix H: Data Extraction Guide – Study 1 Interviews
Multimorbidity Coding Guide; 1:1 interviews (Preceptors)
1.0

Definition of multimorbidity
1.1
Definition of co-morbidity
1.2
Differences between multimorbidity and comorbidity
1.3
Definition of Chronic Disease
1.4
Frequency/prevalence of MM in general practice

2.0

Facilitators for MM management
2.1
Appt time/amount of time spent with pt during appt
2.2
Continuity of care/Longitudinal nature of FM (frequent visits back,
increased number of appts over time)
2.3
Patient centered approach
2.4
Generalist approach
2.5
Knowing the family structure/unit
2.6
Role of academic environment
2.7
Chart review/paperwork time
2.8
Team based approach
2.9
Long term relationships

3.0

Challenges of MM in Practice
3.1
For Family Physicians
3.1.1 Many differential diagnoses
3.1.2 Prioritization of diagnoses
3.2
For patients
3.2.1 Lack of community for these individuals
3.2.2 Information Overload (multiple MDs/opinions/plans)
3.2.3 “Silentness” of Disease
3.3
Medication burden
3.4
Mental health component
3.5
System challenges
3.5.1 Wait times for specialists
3.5.2 Specialists do not grasp concept of MM
3.6
Preventive care (missing prev care, having enough time for it + MM)
3.7
For Residents

4.0

Who is caring for MM patients
4.1
GP
4.2
Role of specialist
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4.3
4.4

4.2.1 Role in the care of our patients
4.2.2 Sensitive to MM principles
4.2.3 Referring to specialists we know
4.2.4 Not a helpful role
Role of allied health professionals
Role of academic environment

5.0

Prioritization, Goals of Care
5.1
Establishing care priorities

6.0

Role of Communication
6.1
Role of EMR
6.2
Communication with specialists (role of consult
requests/notes/information)

7.0

Role of guidelines

8.0

Education/Training
8.1
What stage did you learn about MM management
8.1.1 Med student year 1 or 2
8.1.2 Clinical clerkship
8.1.3 Residency training
8.1.4 In practice
8.1.5 Never
8.2
How does MM learning occur in training currently
8.2.1 Experiential
8.2.2 Other
8.3
Challenges in MM education
8.3.1 When to teach
8.3.2 Lack of comfort teaching it
8.4
Facilitators to teaching MM
8.5
Innovations in MM teaching
8.5.1 When
8.5.2 How
8.5.3 Multimorbidity Game
8.5.4 Skill Acquisition
8.6
Role of FM in teaching MM
8.7
Role of allied health in teaching MM
8.8
Ways we should teach it
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9.0

Health Systems/Health Policy
9.1
Compensation/Funding
9.2
Multidisciplinary team
9.3
EMR
9.3.1 Centralized EMR
9.3.2 Patient portal/Patient EMR/Pt accountability
9.4
Innovations

10.0
11.0

Comfort with care for MM patients
Stories Node
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Appendix I: Data Extraction Guide – Study 2 Focus Groups
Multimorbidity Coding Guide; Focus Groups (Residents)
1.0 Definition of multimorbidity
1.1 Definition of co-morbidity
1.2 Differences between multimorbidity and comorbidity
1.3 Definition of Chronic Disease
1.4 Frequency/prevalence of MM in general practice
1.4.1 Change in prevalence if working multiple env’t (e.g.
inpatient/ER/clinic) or different practice setups (FHN/FHO vrs
FFS)
1.4.2 Rural versus Urban difference in freq/prevalence
2.0 Facilitators for MM management
2.1 Appt time/amount of time spent with pt during appt
2.2 Continuity of care/Longitudinal nature of FM (frequent visits back, increased
number of appts over time)
2.3 Patient centered approach
2.4 Generalist approach
2.5 Knowing the family structure/unit
2.6 Role of academic environment
2.7 Chart review/paperwork time built into the day
2.8 Team based care (multidisciplinary team)
2.9 Long term relationships with patients

3.0 Challenges of MM in Practice
3.1 For Family Physicians
3.1.1 Many differential diagnoses
3.1.2 More problems than expected in a visit + prioritization of these
diagnoses in a visit
3.1.3 Guideline conflict
3.1.4 Challenge of working with multiple providers
3.2 For patients
3.2.1 Lack of community for these individuals
3.2.2 Multiple providers/opinions/care plans – “information overload”
3.2.3 “silent mass” of disease, Number of appointments
3.2.4 Illness fatigue
3.2.5 Drug coverage/drives/transportation/social/financial impact
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3.2.6 Language barrier
3.3 Medication burden
3.3.1 Drug-drug interactions
3.4 Mental health component
3.5 System challenges
3.5.1 Wait times for specialists
3.5.2 Specialists do not grasp concept of MM
3.5.3 GP wait times/accessibility to appts
3.6 Preventive care (missing prev care, having enough time for it + MM)
3.7 For resident trainees – challenges of an academic unit
3.7.1 Lack of continuity
3.7.2 Exposure differences in difference practices/clinics
3.8 Patient accountability
3.9 EMR
4.0 Who is caring for MM patients
4.1 GP/Quarterback
4.2 Role of specialist
4.2.1 Role in the care of our patients
4.2.2 Sensitive to MM principles
4.2.3 Referring to specialists we know
4.2.4 Not a helpful role
4.3 Role of allied health professionals
4.4 Role of academic environment (also noted as 2.7) – probably should be here,
not in 2.
4.5 Rural versus Urban
5.0 Prioritization, Goals of Care
5.1 Establishing care priorities
6.0 Role of Communication
6.1 Role of EMR
6.1.1 Challenge of different EMR systems/ease of use
6.1.2 Challenge of uncoordinated systems
6.2 Communication with specialists (role of consult requests/notes/information)
6.2.1 Email
6.2.2 E-consult
6.3 Communication with previous or current providers (e.g. new pt – no old
notes)
6.3.1 Resident handover from block to block
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6.3.2

New GP taking on patient from a different GP

7.0 Role of guidelines
8.0 Education/Training
8.1 What stage did you learn about MM management
8.1.1 Med student year 1 or 2
8.1.2 Clinical clerkship
8.1.3 Residency training
8.1.4 In practice
8.1.5 Never
8.2 How does MM learning occur (for learners and preceptors)
8.2.1 Experiential
8.2.2 Other
8.3 Challenges in MM education
8.3.1 Not seeing MM patients – only staff MD sees them – so no
exposure
8.3.2 Challenge in Family Medicine teaching – preceptor lack of
comfort teaching it
8.4 Facilitators to teaching MM
8.5 Innovations in MM teaching
8.5.1 When should it be taught
8.5.2 How to teach it
8.5.3 “Multimorbidity Game”
8.5.4 Skill acquisition
8.6 Role of FM in teaching MM
8.7 Role of allied health in teaching MM
8.8 When was the term “multimorbidity” learned or heard
9.0 Health Systems/Health Policy
9.1 Compensation/Funding
9.2 Multidisciplinary team
9.3 EMR
9.3.1 Centralized EMR system
9.3.2 Patient portals/patient EMR access/pt accountability
9.4 Innovations
10.0
11.0

Comfort with care for MM patients
MM Stories
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Appendix J: Demographic Data Sheet – Study 1 Interviews
Preceptors’ One-on-One Interview
Demographic information – please complete the following questions:
1. Age: _______
2. Gender: Male or Female
3. Number of years in practice: _______
4. How long have you been a preceptor for FM residents? _______
5. What are your teaching roles (Yes/No):
a. Clinical: YES or NO
b. Didactic Lecturer: YES or NO
c. FM in-centre teaching: YES or NO
d. Undergraduate medical teaching (e.g. clerkship/elective students): YES
or NO
e. Postgraduate medical teaching (e.g. residents): YES or NO
6. Do you have any formal teaching background: YES or NO
a. If YES, what teaching background?
_________________________________
7. FM Training site: Urban or Regional or Rural
a. Which site specifically: ____________
8. How long are patient appointments booked for (in minutes): ________
9. How many patients do you see per day: __________
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Appendix K: Demographic Data Sheet – Study 2 Focus Groups
Resident Focus Group
Demographic information – please complete the following questions:
1. Age: _______
2. Gender: Male or Female
3. Medical school training:

CMG or IMG

4. Level of Training: PGY1 or PGY2
5. Home FM Training site: Urban or Regional or Rural
a. Which site specifically: ____________
6. FM training type:

Block based program or Longitudinal program
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